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In this thesis, I examine the relationship between folklore and nationalism in
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Germany. More specifically, I focus on how the Nazis
used folklore and the work of folklorists in their propaganda. The first chapter documents
the development of nationalism and the creation of the discipline of folklore based on the
theories of Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) and Wilhelm Riehl (1823-1897). Herder
wanted the Germans to rediscover their national heritage through folklore materials, and
Riehl argued that folklore and folklorists should serve the Fatherland. In the 1930s, the
Nazi Party used the discipline of folklore as a tool for their cultural policies and
ideological education because the discipline had such close associations with nationalism
and anti-Semitism. In Chapter Two, I trace the development of the National Socialist
ideology from the conservative revolution and the Volkisch movements of the nineteenth
century. National Socialism was akin to a religion and in Chapter Three, I document the
careers of two of its "priests": Alfred Rosenberg, the philosopher of the NSDAP, and
Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS. Both men created folklore organizations and employed
folklorists to support the Nazi ideology. In Chapter Four, I analyze the festival theory of
v

two folklorists employed by Rosenberg and then examine the Nazi festival calendar, which
was based on both traditional holidays and the new celebrations of the Nazi Party. The
annual Reichsparteitag (Reich Party Day), held in 1923, 1926, 1927, 1929, and then from
1933 to 1938, was the most important holiday on the Nazi calendar and I analyze it as a
folk festival in Chapter Five, using the theories of Victor Turner, Alessandro Falassi, and
Barbara Myerhoff. In addition, I use the theories of John Dorst concerning ethnography in
a postmodern society and performance folkloristics to analyze the verbal art and
performances at the rallies. Finally, I conclude with an overview of how German
Volkskunde has changed after the Nazi era and discuss how the issue of folklore and
ideology in Germany relates to the American discipline of folklore with a brief look at
American festivals like the White Top Music Festival in Virginia (1931-1939) and the
current Festival of American Folklife in Washington D.C.
Three themes inform this analysis: 1.) Both folklore studies and National Socialism
have a common background in the issues of the nineteenth century: nationalism,
irrationalism, and the notion that Germany was a nation with a special destiny; 2.) The
Nazi Party was unique in comparison with other political organizations because it made
such conscious use of folklore materials. The Nazis' active use of folklore in all of its
forms attracted ordinary Germans who had suffered great losses in the First World War,
felt threatened by the radical modernity of the Weimar Republic, suffered through the
Depression, and wanted to feel good about their nation again; and 3.) By examining
specific issues like folklore and festivals, we can gain a deeper understanding of why
Germans accepted Adolf Hitler and National Socialism.
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Introduction
Over fifty years after its defeat in World War II, Nazism continues to fascinate,
anger, and perplex us. If we look at the phenomenon of the Third Reich superficially, it
seems as if Nazism were a terrific storm that blew over the European landscape, wreaking
massive destruction in a brief amount of time before disappearing as quickly as it came.
But a closer examination reveals the deep roots that nourished the growth of the Nazi
Party from a group of outcasts into a complex political and cultural system. The Third
Reich truly defies simple analysis.
Scholars, journalists, poets, and novelists have written a massive amount of
literature in the ongoing quest to understand the philosophical, political, historical, and
ethical issues the Third Reich and the Holocaust raise. Throughout the years, academic
analyses have become more refined, specific, and inter-disciplinary and thus have
contributed valuable works of scholarship, such as Michael Burleigh's 1996 Confronting
the Nazi Past: New Debates on Modern German History, Christopher Browning's 1992
Ordinary Men, Jay Baird's 1990 To Die for Germany: Heroes in the Nazi Pantheon, and
Daniel Goldhagen's best-selling 1996 Hitler's Willing Executioners.
The discipline of folkloristics has also made worthy contributions to current Third
Reich scholarship as folklorists in both Germany and America have recently undertaken
the deconstruction of their discipline to uncover its ideology, biases, and its deep
engagement with politics, especially romantic nationalism. Because the discipline of
1
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folklore studies was so deeply involved in the cultural policies of Nazi Germany, the
folkloristic method is a helpful way to achieve a deeper understanding of Nazi history and
ideology.
The writing, editing, and translations of James Dow and Hannjost Lixfeld—
German Volkskunde: A Decade of Theoretical Confrontation, Debate, and Reorientation
(1967-1977) (1986), The Nazification of an Academic Discipline: Folklore in the Third
Reich (1994), and Folklore and Fascism: The Reich Institute for German Volkskunde
(1994)-- provide German scholarship on folklore in the Third Reich for English-speaking
audiences. Christa Kamenetsky's 1972 article "Folklore as a Political Tool in Nazi
Germany" and her work on folk narrative in the Third Reich have also contributed
provocative ideas.
Roger Abrahams notes that folklorists have been involved in a politics of culture
for a long time (1993:4), as middle-class scholars created the concept of "the folk" in an
attempt to find national identity. German Volkskunde'% engagement with politics had
begun in the nineteenth century, when the primary goal was the collection and
preservation of folk traditions that were in danger of disappearing because the Volk were
believed to be the source of truth and nationhood (Dow and Lixfeld 1986:5). The
nationalistic premise of nineteenth-century folklore studies established the background for
the Nazi take-over of folklore in the twentieth century.
In this study, I analyze the following topics: the formation of the folklore
discipline, the Volkisch movement, the folklore work of Nazi leaders Alfred Rosenberg
and Heinrich Himmler, and festivals in the Third Reich, focusing on the Party's most
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important annual celebration, the Nuremberg rallies (.Reichsparteitage), as folk festivals
that celebrate the Nazi concept of Volksgemeinschaft (folk or racial community). The
rallies were one of the many ways Nazi leaders used folklore as a form of propaganda,
supported by professional folklorists in the academic and public sectors. With their savvy
combination of folklore and mass media, the Nazis turned their political Party into a
Bewegung (movement) that took on the characteristics of a religion. In his analysis of the
various applications of folklore outside academia, Barre Toelken describes Nazi cultural
activity as "the most sinister use of nationalistic folklore for baldly political ends"
(1994:424).

CHAPTER I
Nationalism and Folklore in Germany
In her landmark Journal of American Folklore article, "Mistaken Dichotomies,"
Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett writes, "what colonialism is to the history of anthropology,
nationalism is to the study of folklore" (1988:143). The birth and development of folklore
as an academic discipline and applied cultural science have been intimately bound with the
rise of nationalism as first a cultural and then political movement in Europe. While
nationalism in France, England, and the United States was based on the Enlightenment
ideals of democracy, universal brotherhood, freedom of the individual, reason, and present
realities, nationalism in Central Europe was based on passion, instinct, the subordination
of the individual to the group, ethnicity, and past traditions (Wilson 1973:820). As the
middle classes of Central Europe became aware of themselves as belonging to unique
cultural entities, they saw in the peasantry a 'Yolk" that embodied everything good and
"pure" about their country. Folklore genres like narrative became "icons of national
identity" (Bendix 1997:48) that had to be preserved for the sake of national well-being.
Romantic Nationalism and the Birth of Folklore (1779-1848)
The founder of Romantic Nationalism was Johann Gottfried von Herder (17441803), a German philosopher, theologian, and writer who believed that his country was
losing its identity and potential for cultural and political unity due to French cultural
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hegemony. Robert Ergang, in his biography of Herder, writes that his "importance lies
above all in the fact that he tried to give the German people an intelligent reason as to why
the development of a national culture upon a native foundation was not only desirable but
necessary" (1966:50). The philosopher dedicated himself to the German cultural problem
in his fragmented, emotional writings. His philosophy of romantic nationalism is based on
what Roger Abrahams describes as the powerful construct of the language/land/lore
complex through which the middle class constructed the folk (1993:9-11;30).
Herder came of age during the waning years of the Holy Roman Empire, the First
Reich. The fall of Rome left an imbalance of political power in Europe and the Holy
Roman Empire was created to be the Catholic Christian empire in the west to balance the
Orthodox, Byzantine empire in the east. Some historians credit Charlemagne with the
creation of the Holy Roman Empire in 800 AD while others argue it was Otto I in 962.
By 1512, this "empire" was actually a patchwork collection of imperial districts and
imperial cities from which modern-day Germany and Austria evolved. Separate kings,
dukes, and counts ruled these territories, only nominally unified under an Emperor. The
mini-empires and their rulers had little in common with each other and their subjects spoke
different dialects of German and practiced different folkways. Contemporary observers
like 18th century journalist Johann Pezzl described the Empire as polycentric, feudal, and
lacking any kind of cultural or political unity, with the rulers competing with each other
and mistreating their serfs (Herwig 1994:3).
The Seven Years' War (1756-1763) split the Empire along religious lines and held
back the development of German cultural life (Ergang 1966:17). The Enlightenment
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(Aufklarung) affected only the highly educated and well-connected in the large German
cities, but its influence created those enduring works by Bach, Goethe, Schiller, Mozart,
Kant, and Beethoven that emphasized reason and universal humanity and put Germany on
the cultural map. The great works of these men helped Germany to earn the good
reputation of being das Volk der Dichter und Denker (the people of poets and thinkers).
But despite these great achievements, the overall nature of the Holy Roman
Empire, with its strife, low standards of living for the poor and opulent wealth for the
nobility, and lack of cohesion compared poorly to countries like Britain, the United States,
and France, which steadily developed into unified nations with common languages and
enlightened cultural and political systems. The Empire was dissolved in 1806 by Napoleon
as he annexed and occupied German territories in his drive for European domination.
Herder mourned the lack of cultural cohesion during the dying days of the Empire.
He worried about the Germans' lack of cultural and linguistic unity and their lack of pride
due to the dominance of French language and customs. During the waning days of the
Empire, the nobility and the status-seeking middle classes looked down on their native
language and folk customs as vulgar, deeming them fit only for the ignorant peasants.
Frederick II of Prussia, the last strong emperor and a believer in the Enlightenment, was
proud to say "I speak German no better than a coachman" (Ergang 1966:26). The
emperor's refusal to use his native language was a source of sorrow for Herder, who
wanted the Germans to find kinship through speaking a common German language. Had
he lived until 1806, Herder would have found the French occupation of German lands
under Napoleon a bitter situation indeed.
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Herder eventually settled in Weimar, which had become a center for the German
Enlightenment, and became good friends with Goethe. But he soon rebelled and preached
cultural nationalism; the local nobility and intelligentsia saw him as a dangerous influence
because he enthusiastically encouraged the Germans to rediscover their own language and
culture while they admired the French and the Enlightenment. Much to their dismay, he
idealized the medieval era as a golden age of German cultural unity and creativity and the
age to which Germans must return in order to continue their cultural development (Ergang
1966:234). Only in the noble, mythical past could Germans find their exciting future.
Inspired by MacPherson's Poems of Ossian, which also contained notes on Vico's Scienza
Nuova, Herder created the philosophy that would become the foundations for both
romantic nationalism and the discipline of folklore.
According to Herder, history evolved and had continuity; each epoch was its own
independent cultural entity (Wilson 1973:821). Rejecting Enlightenment rationality and
cosmopolitanism, he stipulated that each national group had to find its own path set for it
by nature and history and be its own master, led by a mystical, emotional desire, that
historian Gordon Craig calls "the doctrine of belonging" (1982:31). Too much outside
influence impeded the nation's progress and true progress came through the development
of folk traditions (Ergang 1966:252). The individual could find happiness only as a
member of a nation, because the group, not the individual, developed the culture of a
nation. Preservation of this organic unity was essential for the nation's survival and the
individual's salvation came only through national salvation (Wilson 1973:823). Herder's
emphasis on the group contrasted with the Enlightenment ideals of the autonomy of the
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individual and universal, rational laws.
Proclaiming that "each nation contains its center of happiness within itself," Herder
argued that each national group had its own "national soul" or "folk soul," its unique
identity (Ergang 1966:84). Nations had differing environments, education levels, and folk
traditions which in turn created unique, different folk souls. Nations could only achieve
true unity and humanity by remaining true to their national souls (Wilson 1973:823) which
were expressed through art, poetry, customs, and religion. The best way to find this folk
soul was by the collection of Naturpoesie—folk songs and folk poetry from the peasants,
what Elliott Oring calls "folklore as ethnic artifact" (1994:215). Based on Vico's theory
that myth was history, Herder thought Germans could learn their history through folk
songs (Wilson 1973:825).
Herder formulated these ideas and practiced what he preached in his 1779 work
Stimmen der Volker in Liedern (Voices of the Folk in Songs), a collection of traditional
folk songs. He saw folk literature as the true national literature because it mirrored the
folk soul. The folk poet was "the one who sings of and for the national group" and the
vehicle of the folk soul (Ergang 1966:198). Homer and Shakespeare were the best
examples of folk poets to him. Even through Ossian was a hoax and Percy's Reliques of
Ancient English Poetry heavily edited, these works impressed Herder as being authentic
and proof that the British had not forsaken their folkways. Saving the past through
folklore was important to Herder and Percy because the past represented "the center of
our moral selves" that was being corrupted by modernization (Abrahams 1993:11).
However, in Germany, folk poets were to be found not among the educated who tried to
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be French but among the peasantry, who (in Herder's view) had remained true to the old
German traditions since the Middle Ages (Wilson 1973:826-827).
In his 1777 essay Von Ahnlichkeit der mittleren englischen und deutschen
Dichtkunst (.About the Similarities between English and German Poetry) Herder had
made a public call for the collection of folk songs (Wilson 1973:828). The men who
responded were the creators of the classic works that would form the discipline of
folklore. In 1808, Clemens Brentano and Achim von Arnim published Des Knaben
Wunderhorn, a multi-volume collection of folk songs. And in 1812, during the threat of
French domination and the Napoleonic Wars, Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm published the
famous Kinder und Hausmarchen (Children's and Household Tales). The brothers went
on to study German mythology, legends, and the German language itself, as Jakob laid
down the foundations for the study of Indo-European philology. They thought remnants
of the ancient German mythology, and hence the national soul, were to be found in the
Mdrchen they collected (Oring 1994:214).
As the "high priest of nationality who preached the gospel of nationality as the
royal road to strength and greatness" (Ergang 1966:134), Herder influenced other central
and eastern European countries that struggled with finding their identities, most notably
Finland, a nation that had been dominated first by Sweden and then by Russia. A student
group at the University of Helsinki, the Turku Romantics, began to investigate Finnish
folklore and language. One of their members, Elias Lonnrot (1802-1884), went to East
Karelia to find folksongs and published in 1835 the national epic, the Kalevala. The book
became a source of pride among the Finns as it proved that they were a civilized nation
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that shared a common language and folklore. Julius Krohn and his son Kaarle Krohn
studied the history and development of the poems in the Kalevala and created the historicgeographic method out of their research, hoping to prove that the Kalevala had originated
in Finland. The Krohns' method gave folklore studies its first scientific method.
In her book, In Search of Authenticity, Regina Bendix states that authenticity is at
the heart of nationalism because it is an emotional, qualitative experience and not a
rational one (1997:7). She analyzes Herder's language and its influence on the
development of folklore studies. He idealized nature and the rural peasants who lived with
it as the true Volk, the local exotic that represented the "real" Germany. He stated that
"Volk does not mean the rabble in the alleys; that group never sings or rhymes, it only
screams and truncates" (1997:40), thus setting up a preference for the rural which would
dominate folklore studies until recently. The peasants had not been "corrupted" by French
culture and Enlightenment ideals and therefore were more "pure" and "authentic" in their
expressions than urban and educated Germans (1997:16). Herder described folk songs and
customs as treasures that had to be preserved, another important theme running through
folklore studies. His language was often religious in tone—folklore represented little slices
of Eden that had to be saved (1997:51).
The concept of authenticity remained an important one for nationalism, folklore
studies, and later for the Nazis. Herder was indeed the founder of nationalism, but it is
incorrect to think of him as "the first Nazi." Because of the fragmentary, emotional nature
of his writings, Herder's ideas were easily misunderstood and corrupted as nationalism
became more conservative and political. Although Herder was enthusiastic about the
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German mission, he firmly believed that all nations had important missions to fulfill and
that all peoples had something worthy to contribute to humanity as a whole. His 1782
work The Spirit of Hebrew Poetry in which he defended the folk poetry of the Jews
demonstrated that he was not at all anti-Semitic. His nationalism was humanitarian and
based on the commonality of human beings and war and conquest were destructive and
uncreative in his view (Ergang 1966:242-244).
But Herder could not foresee how his ideas would evolve in the hands of others
less sensitive and idealistic. Ergang writes that "Herder's visionary mind...did not perceive
the antagonism between theory and practice" (1966:265). In his 1930 book, Myth of the
XX. Century, the Nazi philosopher Alfred Rosenberg would use Herder's ideas of the
national soul and the right of the nation to follow its own destiny to espouse the very thing
Herder would have disliked: German supremacy, enforced by the state, for a rabble that
screamed and truncated.
In the first half of the nineteenth century, nationalism followed Herder's
humanistic, liberal path. Germans held great hopes that cultural unity would lead to
political unity. There was a burst of creativity in literature, art, and music, starting with the
Sturm und Drang literary movement. Volk and creativity became synonymous (Ergang
1966:210) as authors like Goethe, Novalis, and Auerbach wrote literary fairy tales and
romantic ballads. The middle classes especially took folklore genres like Marchen as
symbols of national unity and moral guides, that "fix of authenticity" they needed to feel
good about themselves in an uncertain time (Bendix 1997:54).
The disciplines of folklore, anthropology, history, comparative literature, and
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philology, all legacies of Herder's ideas, wedded romantic enthusiasm with Enlightenment
attention to scientific research. The Grimms in particular were adept at this intertwining of
Romantic ideology and scientific methodology (Bendix 1997:49) along with the Finns and
their historic-geographic method. Folklore established itself in Europe as a professional
discipline. But it arose from an "essentially backward-looking or antimodern perspective"
based on particular ethnic groups united by language, location, and customs (Abrahams
1993:20-21). This attitude created nationalistic fictions that had little to do with reality but
were necessary for nations like Germany to believe as they searched for their identities .
The Congress of Vienna attempted to establish the balance of European power
after Napoleon's defeat in 1815 and the former Holy Roman Empire became the German
Confederation made up of thirty-nine states, alongside the multicultural Austro-Hungarian
empire. Historian Holger Herwig describes the time period after 1815 as "the birth of
ideologies," the main ones being liberalism, conservatism, and nationalism, which was
transformed from a cultural to political concept (1994:80). Adherents of each of the
ideologies sought to unite Germany. As the Germans re-discovered more of their language
and folklore, they became increasingly nationalistic by the 1840s.
Political Nationalism and the Development of Folklore Studies (1848-1914)
The desire for change and national unity came to the fore in the wave of
revolutions that swept across Europe in 1848. Students and the middle classes in Germany
and Austria led the revolution there, demanding liberal constitutions and parliamentary
governments. Despite initial gains which worried the monarchies, the revolutions
backfired. In Vienna, the idealism turned into frustration when the liberals realized they
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could not handle the practical aspects of revolution and in Germany the liberal factions
struggled with the creation of a feasible constitution and unification plan at the Frankfurt
National Assembly, only to have the king of Prussia, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, reject them
(Herwig 1994:104-108). Both the king of Prussia and Emperor Franz Joseph I of Austria
effectively crushed the rebellion with the military. Pessimism swept over Germany and
Austria and the middle class became more conservative and nationalistic. Radicals went to
the left to follow Marx's Communist Manifesto which had been published in 1848,
introducing the factors of international socialism and the labor movement, which
frightened those on the political and cultural right.
After the failure of the 1848 revolutions, the struggle between the forces of
liberalism, conservatism, nationalism, and the new factor of socialism increased.
Unification would not be achieved until 1871 when the practical Bismarck united the
German Confederation under a Prussian emperor through his policy of Realpolitik. As
Herwig puts it, "Bismarck decided to end the liberal era" (1994:139) and Germany again
missed the opportunity to develop into a democracy like France and Britain and instead
became an authoritarian, imperialist monarchy. However, Bismarck's exclusion of Austria
from the new German nation disappointed the pan-German nationalists greatly.
The Second Reich, or Kaiserreich, (1871-1918) was a time of rapid
industrialization, growth of the middle class, development in education, national unity, and
medical advances. It was also the time of Wagner, Nietzsche, Jugendstil (Art Nouveau),
adventure novelist Karl May and the full flowering of romantic literature. But underneath
the confident surface lurked the shadows of strident, belligerent nationalism, the growing
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communist/socialist movement, a fear of modernism, cultural pessimism and an antiSemitism that had changed from religious to ethnic prejudice. Craig characterizes the post1848 mood as escapist, as the Germans sought relief from modernity in the Germanic
mythology of Wagner's operas and in Mdrchen (1982:198-199). May's novels of the Wild
West and other exotic places also provided an escape and influenced many young people
during the era, including Adolf Hitler. The Germans had the sense that they were unique,
belonging only to themselves, not to Western or Eastern Europe. World War I would
explode the cover of gentility and stability to reveal the underlying fear and prejudice. The
ensuing political and cultural chaos would ultimately lead to the Third Reich.
The fears of industrialization and the feelings of alienation brought on by so many
rapid changes created a mood of cultural pessimism in the Kaiser's Germany, along with a
desire to look backwards to what appeared to be better, more innocent times. Young men
bonded together in nationalistic groups like the Wandervogel in a rejection of the crass
materialism of the times, which they blamed on the Jews. They participated on long hikes
through the forests and sang German folksongs. Influenced by Social Darwinism and
Nietzsche's ideas about the will to power, the elite championed their privileges as
"survival of the fittest," a quality they favored over liberal democracy and Christian
compassion. Nationalistic Volkisch groups (which will be examined in Chapter Two)
started as explorations of German identity and then became anti-Semitic, occult, and
violent.
During the Kaiserreich, folklore became a social science that aimed to represent
the nationalistic concept of the Fatherland. Germanist Karl Weinhold (1832-1901)
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founded Zeitschrift fur Volkskunde {Journalfor Folklore) in 1890 in Berlin, and many
regional folklore associations were created to study the local vernacular. Cultural historian
Wilhelm Riehl (1823-1897), regarded as the founder of German Volkskunde, wrote in his
1858 essay "Volkskunde as a Science" that the focus of folklore study is the homeland, as
opposed to anthropology, which studied people of other nations (Bendix 1997:105). The
Volk was based on tribe, language, custom, and settlement (Stamm, Sprache, Sitte,
Siedlung), the language/land/lore complex described by Roger Abrahams (Dow and
Lixfeld 1986:7-8, Abrahams 1993). These theories created the middle-class nationalistic
Volkskunde that would mesh so well with Nazi ideology later on (Dow and Lixfeld
1994:xiii).
William Wilson's studies on folklore in Finland also can apply to the German
situation. He notes that as nationalism became stronger in Finland, even balanced scholars
like the Krohns changed their views about the Kalevala to support the political situation.
The Krohns began the historic-geographic method as a means of tracking the less-thanromantic origins of the Kalevala—West European folktales and saints' legends. But by
1918, during Finland's fight for independence against Russia, Kaarle Krohn in his book
Kalevala Questions stated that the Kalevala was the history of Finland's heroic Viking
past (1978:57). Two convictions informed nationalistic folklore: 1.) folklore represented
the "pure" national soul and 2.) folklore scholarship must serve the state and fatherland .
When folklore research serves the state, it becomes a tool to fulfill the needs of the
fatherland (Wilson 1976:62-66).
Folklore studies became established in this cultural mood of pessimism and
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nationalism and folklorists embarked on the "anti-modern" mission in which the middle
classes idealized the inhabitants of rural areas and mythologized the past instead of
focusing on current problems (Abrahams 1993:7).
World War I and the Weimar Republic (1914-1933)
WWI destroyed the old world with bloodshed and defeat for Germany. The
Germans mourned the loss of two million men, a number that the Nazis would make part
of their political mythology. Adolf Hitler had served through all four years of the war as a
messenger and was awarded the Iron Cross First Class for his bravery. For him, the war
was an almost holy experience which gave his formerly aimless life a purpose: fighting for
the Fatherland. At the end of the war, the Germans also mourned the loss of the monarchy
and hated the new Weimar Republic, the nation's first democracy. Modernism,
communism, defeat, civil war, and economic despair were the hallmarks of this era. The
middle and upper classes were dismayed by these changes and what they perceived as
decay of the nation. They longed for the return of order and Hitler knew how to exploit
this feeling. Alan Dundes writes, "In this context, it also becomes clearer why Germany,
depressed after its humiliating defeat in WWI, turned to folklore to promote Nazi
ideology" (1985:14).
1918 was a terrible year for the Germans. Hitler and the Nazis would continually
exploit people's bad memories and fears of that year in their propaganda. By the middle of
1918, the German Army had exhausted its manpower and supplies and defeat loomed.
Army leaders Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff sought to make a deal with the
Allies, fearing the fresh American forces. However, the Allies would work with them only
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if Germany gave up its imperialist government to become a democracy; but the Kaiser
refused to abdicate and let the negotiations take place. As a result, rioting and
demonstrations broke out in Germany among soldiers, sailors, and the working class. The
civilians were also exhausted and starving from the Allied embargos and civil war ensued.
There was an additional fear of communism; the northern harbor city of Kiel and the
southern state of Bavaria declared themselves to be Soviet republics in October, in the
manner of the Russian revolution of 1917.
Wilhelm II finally abdicated and the Social Democratic Party (SPD) under
Friedrich Ebert created a democratic government, the Weimar Republic, on 9 November
1918, two days before the armistice on the 11th. The timing was unfortunate for the new
government, because later frustrated right wing protestors, like the Nazis, would falsely
blame the Weimar government for the loss of WWI. When Hitler heard the news of the
armistice while recuperating from a gas attack in an Army hospital, he immediately blamed
the Jews and the Marxists. His feelings of anger, betrayal, and hatred are described in an
emotional passage in Mein Kampf which ends with the ominous line, "I, for my part,
decided to go into politics" (1971[1925]:202-206). Radicals on the left also agitated
against the new government. In 1919, the Communist Party (KPD) wanted a second, more
radical revolution and attempted the Sparticist coup which failed. The political and civil
chaos in Europe from 1917 to 1919 became embedded in the Germans' minds (Spielvogel
1996:7-8).
The other Allies rejected Woodrow Wilson's idealistic Fourteen Points in favor of
the harsh Versailles Treaty. Article 231 of the treaty charged the Germans with
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responsibility for the war and outlined a punishing plan of reparations. The treaty also
reduced Germany's army and territories of which the nation had been proud. The Weimar
Republic was seen as only a temporary situation; communists, monarchists, conservatives,
and radical right wing groups all were actively hostile to the mainly socialist government
(Spielvogel 1996:12). Depending on their political orientation, active protesters joined the
KPD or nationalistic right wing organizations like the Freikorps (Free Corps). These
paramilitary groups of dissatisfied soldiers and restless young men battled Communists
and wanted to overthrow the Weimar government. The Nazi Party began as one of many
these right wing nationalistic parties in the extreme turmoil immediately after the war;
many early members of the Nazi Party had been members of the Freikorps.
In 1919, the German Army sent a soldier named Adolf Hitler to spy on one of
these right wing nationalistic parties in Munich called the DAP, Deutsche Arbeiter Partei
(German Workers' Party). Hitler had never recovered from his intense anger and
disappointment at Germany's defeat in WWI and wanted to do something to avenge that
loss. Sensing that the small, obscure DAP was the right raw material to launch his political
career, Hitler took over in 1920 and renamed it the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche
Arbeiter Partei—National Socialist German Workers' Party (NSDAP). At first, Hitler only
wanted to be a "drummer" for the Volkisch-nationalist cause but starting in 1921, he
underwent a series of image re-creations, as first the chairman and leader of the NSDAP
and then the Fuhrer of a movement that would revive Germany (Spielvogel 1996:28). The
new party spread the DolchstoP, the stab-in-the-back myth, which claimed the German
army would have won the war had it not been for the Jews, socialists, and communists and
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the Weimar government that betrayed it. In his initial speeches, Hitler raged against the
Versailles Treaty that demanded war reparations which the country could not afford to
pay. He blamed the Jews for Germany's current woes, claiming the Jews were involved in
both capitalism, which was failing, and communism, which was threatening.
The National Socialists (often abbreviated as NS) also stressed violent action and
terror as a way to recruit new members (Spielvogel 1996:30). Members of the Party's
Sturm Abteilung (Storm Detachment), or SA, created in 1921, engaged in gang warfare as
political soldiers with the Communists on the streets and beerhalls of major cities. The SA
also boycotted Jewish departments stores and painted anti-Semitic slogans on walls and
store fronts. Under the leadership of former Army captain Ernst Rohm, who refused to
reconcile himself to postwar life, the S A swelled into a sizable private army.
Inspired by Benito Mussolini's 1922 march on Rome and the successful institution
of the Italian Fascist Party, Hitler wanted to take over the unstable Weimar government by
force. His so-called "Beer-Hall Putsch" took place on 8-9 November 1923 in Munich, the
capital of Bavaria. (He chose that particular date because on 9 November 1918, the SPD
had created the hated Weimar Republic.) On the evening of 8 November, Hitler took over
a political meeting at the Burgerbraukeller, declaring, "The national revolution has broken
out!" (Snyder 1976:20). The next morning, Hitler and 3,000 followers began a march on
the Marienplatz, the center of Munich, but the police confronted them at the
Feldherrahalle on the Odeonsplatz. Sixteen National Socialists were killed and became
instant martyrs for the movement. Hitler was arrested and put on trial for treason but due
to his impressive and persuasive oratory to a judge and jury sympathetic to right wing
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causes, he received a light sentence of nine months in the comfortable Landsberg castleprison in 1924. There he dictated his political philosophy, Mein Kampf\ which spelled out
his intentions clearly and from which he never wavered. Although the Putsch had failed,
the events that took place became central to the Nazis' image of themselves as martyrs for
Germany.
With help from the Dawes Plans and loans from America to ease reparation
payments, the German economy and society stabilized during the deceptively calm years
1924-1929. As a result, the Nazi Party lost much of its immediate appeal. In 1925, Ebert
died and the aging and increasingly senile WWI hero, Field Marshall Paul von Hindenburg
(1847-1934) became president. Having learned from his mistakes in 1923, Hitler turned to
the pursuit of power through propaganda and political means by manipulating the
weakness of the Weimar government. While Nazi Party members like Heinrich Himmler
and Joseph Goebbels stayed in their regions, distributed propaganda, and slowly built up a
more secure following, Hitler embarked on a round of campaigning, speechmaking, and
waiting for events to turn back in his favor. The Great Depression hit Germany hard; six
million suffered unemployment and much of the middle class lost its savings. The stock
market crash in October caused the Western economies to collapse. This disaster was
crucial for the success of the Nazis. Through his deft political maneuvers, persuasion of
the angry and despairing Germans by propaganda, and exploitation of the government
leaders' misjudgement of his abilities, Hitler entered the German government by legal
means. On January 30, 1933, President von Hindenburg appointed Hitler Chancellor of
Germany.

21

National Socialism and Volkskunde (1933-1945)
Hitler wanted the Third Reich to last for a thousand years, but it lasted for only
twelve. The years 1933-1937 were ones of Gleichschaltung, the coordination of all
institutions and activities with the NSDAP. Gleichschaltung included education; academic
disciplines such as folklore now were required to support the ideology and actions of
Hitler's government. During this process, Hitler appointed himself Fiihrer (leader) of
Germany and ruled by the Fiihrerprinzip (leadership principle). Fiihrerprinzip meant that
Germany was to be an authoritarian state in which power would come from the leader at
the top; unquestioning obedience was the rule (Snyder 1976:106). Thus, Hitler could
remain infallible while his subordinates fought amongst themselves for power. The years
1938-1945 marked the Nazis' attempt to create a totalitarian society ruled by the Party
alone and their aggressive territorial expansion resulting in war and genocide. And it
earned the Germans the new reputation for being das Volk der Richter und Henker (the
people of judges and executioners). Hitler's suicide in the Berlin bunker, Germany's
unconditional surrender on May 8, 1945, and the resulting utter desolation and defeat
mark the era which German historians call iLdie Stunde NulF (hour zero) and the country
began again, divided between democracy and communism, facing an uncertain future
(Herwig 1994:356).
The NS regime used education and culture for propaganda and ideological
indoctrination. Folkloristics, with its romantic emphasis on the peasantry, the rescuing of
German traditions from the threat of modernity, and national pride fit in well with Nazi
ideology because it stressed the same anti-modern perspective. James Dow and Hannjost
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Lixfeld write that the NSDAP "did not so much introduce strange ideas into the discipline
as it seized upon absolutely central concepts and united them into a conglomerate of
useful theorems designed especially for fascism" (1986:10). Nationalistic, ethnocentric
scholarship took precedence over the international, comparativist approach; the German
folklorist studied only German materials. Hermann Bausinger notes that "Because of its
very name, Volkskunde seemed predestined to verify and spread National Socialist ideas"
(1994:26).
In her analysis "Folklore as a Political Tool in Nazi Germany," Christa Kamenetsky
outlines the three themes of National Socialist folkloristics: 1.) the Nordic-German
equation and emphasis, 2.) focus on the peasant, and 3.) the use of folklore as a means of
achieving "Lebensraum" (living space) as the Nazi invaded the Slavic countries (1972).
The Nazis used the German desire for cultural unity and a permanent sense of community
to their advantage. The title of folklorist Otto Schmidt's tract Volkskunde als politische
Aufgabe (.Folklore as a Political Task) sums it up well. She also points out that "Under
the influence of National Socialist policy, folklore changed not only its meaning but also
its structure as a field of study" (1972:224). It became interdisciplinary as the folkloristic
method was combined with sociology, urban and rural planning, geopolitics, and the study
of history and prehistory. She further notes that the lack of distinction between traditional
folklore and Nazi-created folklore made for careless and biased scholarship, the only
purpose of which was to uphold Nazi ideology (1972:221). To link NS folklore research
with the origin of the discipline in the nineteenth century, the Nazis created the Riehl Preis
fur deutsche Volkskunde (Riehl Prize for German Folklore) after 1935.
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Kamenetsky also writes that "Folklore in the Third Reich is unthinkable without
the peasant cult that went along with it" (1972:228). Peasant traditions became linked to
the quest for national unity (1972:224). Farmers and the agricultural community had been
strong supporters of the NSDAP in the early 1930s, attracted by right wing agricultural
expert Walter Darre's Blut und Boden (Blood and Soil) concept which praised the
peasantry as "the backbone of the pure Aryan race" (Spielvogel 1996:100-101). Nazi
propaganda often depicted the peasant as both a peaceful farmer supporting the Volk and
an aggressive warrior fighting for the Volk (Kamenetsky 1972:229). The 1933 Reich
Hereditary Farm Law that bound peasants to their lands in neo-feudal serfdom came out
of this idealization of rural life and was part of the Nazi economic policy of autarky (selfsufficiency) (Spielvogel 1996:101). In order to be self-sufficient, Germany needed an
adequate food supply, hence the importance of agriculture. Paradoxically, the Party
hoped to build its "Thousand Year Reich" on peasant tradition even while it was preparing
for war by using sophisticated technological means (Kamenetsky 1972:234).
In his classic article "Volksideologie und Volksforschung" (Nazi Folk Ideology and
Folk Research), Hermann Bausinger lists specific ideas guiding folklore research in the
Third Reich: 1.) the national emphasis, 2.) the racial emphasis, 3.) the correlation between
Germanic and Nordic, 4.) a focus on the peasantry and the rural, 5.) the folk community as
organic unit, 6.) the search for symbols, and 7.) a quasi-religious attitude towards the folk
and folklore (1965:177-204). These themes run through the genres of folklore used in
Nazi propaganda, festivals, and in the works of prominent Nazi folklorists.
Many German folklorists found their theories and research goals compatible with

24

Nazi ideology and worked with the regime. According to Hans Strobel, the folklorist's
duty was to weed out all that was foreign or "alien" in German folklore and encourage and
preserve only that which was authentic (Kamenetsky 1972:226). Some folklorists were
opportunists, some were convinced by the ideology, some chose "inner emigration" (a
process practiced by many Germans in which they turned inward, focused on their
personal lives, and tried to ignore the Nazis), and only a few actively resisted, like Kurt
Huber who was involved in the White Rose resistance group, and Will-Erich Peuckert and
Rudolf KriB who were interned in concentration camps (Dow and Lixfeld 1986:11).
Folklore studies fell into four umbrella organizations, as outlined by Hannjost
Lixfeld: 1.) the League of German Societies for Volkskunde, headed by John Meier, 2.)
Volkskunde Department of the Reich Society for German Folk Studies under Professor
Adolf Spamer, 3.) the Ahnenerbe, Ancestral Inheritance, an SS cultural organization
created by Heinrich Himmler, and 4.) the Reichsarbeiisgemeinschaft fur Deutsche
Volkskunde (Reich Working Community for German Folklore) under the jurisdiction of
NSDAP philosopher Alfred Rosenberg. The purpose of these organizations was to
"educate the German Volk to the new mythology, the new racial theories, and to promote
images and symbols of National Socialism when the war was over" (Dow 1987:301-302).
Ambitious folklorists who allied themselves with the Nazis found the best
employment opportunities in Ancestral Inheritance and the Reich Working Community for
German Folklore. Himmler and Rosenberg and their organizations were often rivals; much
political in-fighting and competition occurred over personnel, methods, resources, prizes,
and possession of materials (Lixfeld 1994:105). Dan Ben-Amos reminds us that "The
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folklore scholars who collaborated with the Nazis made deliberate and conscious choices"
and that "the collaborators eroded the scholarly and moral foundation of the discipline of
folklore" (Dow and Lixfeld 1994:ix).
The Nazis used all genres of folklore—verbal, customary, and material—for their
ideological purposes. In his intriguing essay "Feudal Aspects of National Socialism,"
Robert Koehl shows that Nazi Germany differed from Fascist Italy and Communist Russia
in its emphasis on a neo-medieval, feudal approach to government in which Nazi Party
members swore loyalty to Hitler and then created their own fiefdoms with their
organizations. Koehl writes that "There is an essential connection between this love of the
archaic and the...Nazi glorification of the medieval-Reich era" (1960:922). One remembers
that Herder and the Romantics idealized the medieval era and assumed that much of
German peasant folklore and traditions had roots in that time. Folklore's link to feudal
times and the conservative character of the discipline appealed to Nazis, and their
ideological emphasis on hierarchy, idealization of the land, and loyalty to the Volk and
king-like Fiihrer who ruled by the Fiihrerprinzip. The choice of the well-preserved
medieval city Nuremberg as the site for the annual Reichsparteitage, Reich Party
Conventions, is an illustration of the feudal aspect of Nazism and its connection with
German folklife.
Hitler, with his gifts for the verbal art of oratory, connected with the Germans not
only through print and the mass media but primarily through face-to-face, oral
communication, the process that has been the basis for defining folklore for a long time.
Oratory is a form of communication, which like preaching, storytelling, and declamation,
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involves one person addressing a large crowd as a representative of a tradition or a figure
of authority. It is a more formal process than casual conversation in small groups, but
nonetheless, oratory relies on face-to-face personal contact in order to be effective. The
intimate, personal bond between Hitler and his audiences was essential to his success
because he did not come across well on the more impersonal medium of radio (Zeman
1964:51). Germans came away from his speeches feeling as if Hitler had addressed them
personally. Hitler and Goebbels both knew and valued the power of the word and
narrative and used folk speech to appeal to ordinary Germans. Goebbels announced at the
1934 Party rally, "We must speak the language which the folk understands. Whoever
wants to speak to the folk must, as Luther says, pay heed to folk speech" (Mieder
1994:159).
In general, the Nazis were highly aware of the power of language "to manipulate
and to appeal to the masses" (Mieder 1982:436) and developed their own brand of Party
folk speech that was both romantic and bureaucratic, with long sentences, complicated
syntax, self-conscious use of old-fashioned words, and mania for abbreviations like
NSDAP, SA, SS, and KdF (Kraft durch Frewde-Strength through Joy). The translation
of Nazi documents is especially challenging because of this overwrought, florid style of
language. But the Nazis also spoke in blunt, brutal ways, like the concentration camp
guards who called the Cyclone-B (prussic acid) crystals used in the gas chambers "grub"
for the prisoners (Grunberger 1971:330).
The Nazis used proverbs to spread their doctrine of anti-Semitism, either adapting
traditional proverbs for their purposes or creating ones of their own. The proverb "Der
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Fuhrer hat immer Recht" (The Fuhrer is always right) shows up frequently in Nazi
speeches and Party publications (Kerrl 1936:299) and was used to justify Hitler's actions.
Wolfgang Mieder's article, "Proverbs in Nazi Germany: the Promulgation of AntiSemitism and Stereotypes through Folklore," provides excellent scholarship on how one
folklore genre was used for racist and ideological ends. Two proverbs the Nazis used
frequently were "Gemeinmitz vor Eigenmitz" (Common good over self-interest) and
"Wissen ist Blei, Charakter ist Gold'' (Knowledge is lead, character is gold) which was
based on the proverb "Reden ist Silber, Schweigen ist Gold' (Speech is silver, silence is
golden) (Mieder 1982:444). Proverbs became slogans used in propaganda and scholars
published academic articles and books of proverbs to support the ideology of German
supremacy and racial purity and to "prove" the inferiority of Jews. Especially enlightening
is Mieder's analysis of Hitler's use of proverbs in Mein Kampf (1994).
Folktales came into special favor because of their appeal to children and easy use
in the schools. Christa Kamenetsky's 1984 book, Children's Literature in Hitler's
Germany, is an in-depth analysis of how Nazi cultural policy used fairy tales, legends, and
Norse myths to instill the Nazi world-view in children. Her article, "Folktale and Ideology
in the Third Reich," examines the Nazi use of folktales as propaganda. Marchen heroines
like Cinderella became symbols of ideal Germanic womanhood: innocent, patient, faithful,
and ready to sacrifice herself for the Volk (1977:174-175). The Nazi Party made a
distinction between the traditional fairy tale (Volksmarchen), which it actively supported,
and the literary fairy tale of the Romantic era (Dichtermarchen), which it discouraged
because it was too individualistic and did not truly reflect the Volk (1977:176).
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The Nazis made frequent use of the word Volk, which like its English counterpart
folk, is an ambiguous and emotional word. The word can mean both "people" and 'Yolk"
but in an ethnic, nationalistic sense. The " Volk as totality" was a favorite phrase of Hitler,
Goebbels, and Himmler (Kamenetsky 1972:225). George Mosse writes in his analysis of
the nineteenth-century Volkisch movement that for many romantic nationalist thinkers,
Volk meant "the union of a group of people with a transcendental 'essence'" which could
be defined as "nature" or "cosmos" or "mythos" and had to do with the inner nature of
man, the source of creativity, depth of feeling, and unity with other members of the Volk
(1964:4). Volk also carries the connotation of the authentic (Bendix 1997:27). Nazi
folklorist Otto Schmidt believed that Volk "is an expression of the cultural community
spirit. Not only does it reflect the folk soul but it mirrors the Weltanschauung (worldview) of a culture" (Kamenetsky 1972:223). Hitler and Goebbels made frequent use of the
word Volk in their speeches as did Nazi propaganda and institutions, with the emphasis on
ethnicity and race. A Volksgenosse meant a racial comrade, Volksgemeinschaft meant the
racial community, and of course, there was Volkswagen, the people's car. To sum up the
Nazi use of oral folklore, Richard Grunberger's assessment provides a clear picture:
The Nazis despoiled and corrupted the German language with the same unrelenting
thoroughness that they applied to human and material resources...they deployed words
not as bridges to the listener's minds, but as harpoons to be embedded in...the
subconscious (1971:324).

By the turn of the century, and especially during the Weimar Republic, educated
Jews were at the forefront of science, medicine, literature, film, art, and academia. Their
commitment to progress flourished in the experimental, anything-goes cultural atmosphere
of Weimar, but they represented a special, educated elite, and not the ordinary German
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(Reimers 1979:217). Weimar modernity was a threat to conservatives and the radical right
like the Nazi Party, who saw in this progressive culture the end of the German Volk and
what was uniquely German. The Nazi takeover of folklore in the 1930s brought on what
Christoph Daxelmiiller calls the "erasure" of Jewish folklore as both a cultural
phenomenon and an academic subject (1994). He writes that Jewish Volkskunde was not a
narrow academic topic but "a holographic analysis of culture in the best and most modern
sense of the word. Its demise is thus all the more tragic for European scholarship"
(1994:70). In the "mythic-unreal" world of the National Socialists, the Jews represented
the "alien" that threatened Germany (1994:77). Daxelmiiller traces the cavalier attitude
towards Jewish folklore research back to the Kaiserreich, when Volkskunde had already
begun to serve the Fatherland under Riehl's influence. To this analysis James Dow adds
that since its inception in the nineteenth century, Volkskunde had been "explicitly and
implicitly anti-Semitic" (1987:303). Daxelmiiller sums up German folklore in the Third
Reich with these strong words:
German Volkskunde was more concerned with German-Teutonic, Germanic-Aryan,
German religious-confessional, cultural hegemonic, phenomenological, and ahistorical
concepts. It was incapable of including the experience of everyday life, of contemporary
political and social reality in the process of interpreting research, or more concretely, to
perceive that the Jew had long been an enfranchised German citizen (1994:74).

National Socialist Folklorist: Matthes Ziegler (1911-1987)
The essays in James Dow and Hannjost Lixfeld's 1994 collection Nazification of
an Academic Discipline profile the careers of many prominent Nazi folklorists. I have
chosen to focus on Matthes Ziegler because of his ambition, devotion to Nazi ideology,
and focus on folk festivals in his theory. Lixfeld's Folklore and Fascism provides a
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summary of his career (1994:79-92). Bora in Nuremberg, Matthes Ziegler (1911-1987)
worked for NSDAP philosopher Alfred Rosenberg as his favorite folklorist and enjoyed a
successful career. Ziegler joined the National Socialist German student union in 1930, the
Nazi Party and the SA in 1931, and then the SS in 1933. "Church and Reich in the
Struggle for the Young Generation," his 1933 anti-Church pamphlet brought him to the
attention of Rosenberg and in 1934 he became the editor of Rosenberg's journal, Die NS
Montashefte (The National Socialist Monthly), a scholarly and cultural monthly journal.
His official title was Reich Central Post Leader in the Rosenberg Bureau and then Reich
Office Leader in 1937. In that same year, Ziegler and Rosenberg created the
Reichsarbeitsgemeinschaft fur Deutsche Volkskunde (Reich Working Community for
German Folklore). The three tasks of the organization were research, fighting against the
enemies of the regime, and "to expand folklore scholarship into a fortress of the National
Socialist world-view" (1994:92-96).
Ziegler also aided Rosenberg in the quest to establish a central folklore institute in
Germany under his jurisdiction. Rosenberg was in competition with Heinrich Himmler for
this position; Lixfeld describes in detail this history in Folklore and Fascism. The furthest
Rosenberg got was his plan for a Hohe Schule (Advanced School), an alternative
university that was to be a center for the folklore institute, research, and ideological
education and Ziegler wrote the promotional literature for this school (1994:94). He
resigned from the Rosenberg Bureau in 1941 due to a conflict with other employees and
Ziegler continued his anti-church work for Martin Bormann, head of the Party Chancery.
Another avid Mythus folklorist and Party member, Hans Strobel, took his position but
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Ziegler's resignation disappointed Rosenberg greatly (1994:124-125). The move to
Bormann's office shows how ambitious Ziegler was, as Bormann was the Party member
closest to Hitler in power during WWII.
Like all folklorists who worked for Rosenberg, Ziegler based his folklore theory
and research on Rosenberg's book, Mythus des XX. Jahrhunderts (Myth of the Twentieth
Centuryj, trying to deduce a "scientific lesson from it" (Lixfeld 1994:66). Rosenberg's
school of folklore became known as Mythus Volkskunde. In his folklore theory, Ziegler
deified the Nordic race, was anti-Christian, and thought that one of Volkskunde's main
tasks was the creation of "functional festivals" to celebrate the "uniquely fascist
replacement religion" of National Socialism (Lixfeld 1994:84-85).
Ziegler's main theoretical statement, "Folklore on a Racial Basis" (Volkskunde auf
rassischer Grundlage), was first written in 1934, and revised in 1936 and 1939. In it, he
refers to Herder, the Grimms, and Riehl as his own Volkskunde "ancestors" to show that
he is carrying on their work. Quoting Herder's famous line "each nation has the center of
its happiness within itself," Ziegler develops an ethnocentric interpretation of German
Volkskunde. He thanks Herder for seeing the Volk as real and not an abstract concept and
blames Jews, liberals, and Marxists for weakening the Volk and perverting Volkskunde
(1994 [1939]: 180). Anthropological and ethnological research that claims that African and
Nordic peoples are the same is merely "lip service to fashionable realism" to him, the
result of a Jewish influence (1994[1939]: 181).
In Ziegler's essay (which mirrored Nazi policy), German folklore is about German
culture only:
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The key to a National Socialist understanding of Volkskunde is given neither by
sociology, nor ethnology...but rather only by biological and racial thinking...German
Volkskunde is the study of the essence and the conditions essential for life of that racial
and traditional world of the German Volk which is purest and most alive in those
communities having shown most eternal contacts with the blood and soil [Blut und
Boden] (italics Ziegler's 1994 [1939]:184).

Ziegler outlines five areas for Volkskunde research: 1.) settlement and material
culture, 2.) folk narrative, 3.) customs and symbols, 4.) folk speech, and 5.) folk history
and the continuation of tradition. He argues that folklore should also focus on festivals and
celebrations, like the summer and winter solstices, Yule, and as I will argue, the Party
rallies at Nuremberg. He writes, "National Socialist organization of festivities represents a
condensed description of our national powers of belief' (italics mine 1994[1939]: 188).
Ziegler was also a member of Heinrich Himmler's SS and acted as the liaison
between Rosenberg and the SD (Sicherheitsdienst—Security Service) (Lixfeld 1994:82).
Folklore was so important to the Nazis that the SD, which acted as the intelligencegathering organization alongside the Gestapo (the secret police), established its own
folklore office in the SD-Inland, Section II212, Volkstum und Volkskunde,(Folk Custom
and Folklore) under Central Department II2, Analysis of Spheres of Life (Browder
1996:256). Ziegler is a good example of the young, ambitious scholars who succeeded
through the Party by incorporating its ideology into his scholarly work.
There were many other folklore scholars like Ziegler who unquestioningly allied
themselves with NSDAP cultural policies and let themselves be swept away by "worldview mysticism and irrationality" (Gerndt 1994:5). Another folklorist who was also a
member of the SS was Eugen Fehrle, the "chief NS Volkskunde ideologist" based at the
University of Heidelberg (Assion 1994:112). He introduced the notion of race and racial
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difference into folklore and operated through the binary opposites of "racially pure/racially
alien" (1994:115). He set up an exhibit of photographs of German folk customs, intending
that the pictures become "devotional pictures" for the National Socialist world-view
(1994:128). Herbert Freudenthal's 1934 article "Mein Kampf as Political Folklore for
Contemporary Germany Based upon a Racial Foundation" is an extreme example of how
far academic folklorists went along with Nazi ideology: this folklorist based his theory on
Hitler's Mew Kampf {Stein 1987:165).
The basis of Nazi folklore was the promise of authenticity that could be achieved
through the scientific method (Bendix 1997:98). This combination of romance and science
motivated the folklore sponsorship of Heinrich Himmler and Alfred Rosenberg and can be
seen in the racial laws and even the medical experiments at the concentration camps. This
abuse of folklore by National Socialism is an extreme example of what Barbara
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett means when she writes "the folkloristic enterprise is not and cannot
be beyond ideology, national political interests, and economic concerns" (1988:141).
In the conclusion to this analysis, I will examine the legacy of National Socialism in
Volkskunde in relation to American folklore studies. Suffice to say here that the Nazi use
of folklore cast an uncomfortable shadow on Volkskunde that was not dealt with in-depth
until the 1980s in the process of Vergangenheitsbewdltigung (coming to terms with the
past) (Dow and Lixfeld 1994:xi). It has been a difficult and controversial process and
West Germany, East Germany, and Austria have taken their different approaches of
painful confrontation, Marxist critique, and denial (1994:xii).

CHAPTER II
The Foundations of National Socialist Political Mythology: the
Conservative Revolution and the Volkisch Movement
In this chapter I will examine the creators and activists of the conservative
revolution and the Volkisch movement, two precursors of National Socialist ideology.
This history of ideas will show how NS ideology had its beginnings in the crises of the
nineteenth century. By examining the creation of National Socialist mythology, we can
then get a clearer picture of those "national powers of belief' that were celebrated at the
Nuremberg rallies.
Scholars have defined the term "mythology" in various way according to the
standards of their disciplines. "Myth" also carries a certain tone of condescension: We in
the West, the "civilized," have religion, but other "lesser" cultures have myths. My
approach to myth in this analysis is based on classic fimctionalism combined selectively
with myth-ritual theory. The founder of the functionalist school, Bronislaw Malinowski,
writes that myth "is not merely a story told but a reality lived" that is also "a pragmatic
charter" of community faith and wisdom expressing deeply-felt truths (1984[1926]: 198199). Mythology in this definition is a cultural force that guides us through life. Although
not the case in every society, myth is often enacted in celebrations and rituals as a way to
promote social solidarity and to make formal statements about values and identity
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(Kluckholn 1998[1942]:327). But myth is not only pragmatic or tied to ritual—it is a
mystical, emotional experience too, "that 'pang' which comes upon man in the midst of
things" (Dardel 1984[ 1954]:229). Myth can be expressed in narrative and visual symbol as
well as in belief.
I think these definitions of myth are also applicable to cultural myths, the stories
we use to explain what we think is the truth of a secular situation. As a person who has
grown, up in the postmodern world of media-saturation, de-emphasis on mainstream
Judeo-Christianity, and shifting traditions and identity, I find secular mythology to be a
lively topic. My analysis goes beyond the traditional folkloristic definitions of myth as
sacred story to incorporate the realms of popular culture, mass media and politics that the
Nazis were so adept at manipulating. In his analysis of Nazi ideology, historian George
Mosse defines myth as "an image which can inspire men. It must have some element of
truth in it, but it is twisted into a vision that conforms to the desired ideal" (1966:93). In
Chapter Three, I will look at how the National Socialists as a folk group felt their "pangs"
and how they created an ideology out of those strong feelings.
George Mosse in The Crisis of German Ideology (1964) and Fritz Stern in The
Politics of Cultural Despair (1961) analyze the intellectual history of Germany and argue
that National Socialism was the result of the Romantic and Volkisch movements of the
nineteenth century. These groups were anti-modern, nationalistic, irrational, and
ethnocentric, focusing on the sacred nature of the Volk. Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke adds in
The Occult Roots of Nazism (1992) an examination of those Volkisch movements in
Germany and Austria that were mystical and racist. For folklorists, these studies
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demonstrate how closely related the ideas of the Volkisch movements were to the
concerns of Volkskunde. The mystical philosophers, cultural critics, and academic outcasts
of the conservative revolution and Volkisch movements resemble their contemporaries in
professional folklore in their desires to find the true German folk, its creative expressions,
and the destiny of the nation. This flight into irrationalism is "an essential ingredient of
modern Germany history" if we are to understand why National Socialism was so
appealing (Mosse 1961:81).
After Herder's death in 1803, the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806,
and the Napoleonic Wars, cultural nationalism became more appealing as Germany
embarked on its quest for political and cultural unity. The Romantic Era stimulated the
birth of folklore studies, cultural pride, and great literature, but there was a darker, morbid
side to romanticism which revealed itself after the failure of the 1848 liberal revolutions.
The Romantics had gloomy obsessions with the supernatural, secrets of the universe, and
Death, and thought the answers to these could be found in folklore and mythology. After
1848 Romanticism took on a decidedly escapist tone. Myth and dreams took precedence
over fact and reason as the sole means of finding the truth. Composer Richard Wagner
based his opulent operas on German fairytale and Nordic mythology, providing an escape
for his audiences (Craig 1982:194-200). The upper and middle classes took refuge from
realities of social strife and rapid modernization into mythical thinking. There was also a
strong belief in physical vitality as a means of national strength. Friedrich Ludwig "Vater"
Jahn (1778-1852) started the mass gymnastics movement; his ideas about the health of the
Volk and military education showed up later in Nazi ideology (Byrne 1987:111).
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Fritz Stern describes this post-1848 mind set as the "conservative revolution" and
characterized it as a "breakthrough into the past" based on the search for identity through
folklore and mythology (1961 :xvi). The conservative revolution appealed to those
alienated and frightened by modernity, the loss of religion as the center of life, materialism,
and the anonymity of life and lack of community in large cities. The loss of the stable,
agrarian feudal society with the sudden shift to rapid industrialization and urbanization left
many disoriented and lonely people in its wake.
Many nationalists and romantics found Bismarck's unification of Germany under
the Prussian monarchy in 1871 to be an empty and unsatisfactory experience (Kinser and
Kleinman 1969:7). Bismarck's Germany was too political, too practical, and too
materialistic. Bismarck had also disappointed nationalists greatly with his exclusion of
Austria from the new Reich. The 1870s saw the rise of Volkisch groups whose members
protested Bismarck's practical Realpolitik (Mosse 1964:4). Radical conservatives and
nationalists saw in the mythological past an antidote to the corrupt present which they
despised. They created an "ideology of resentment" based on the concepts of political
nationalism, Volk, and the yearning for a strong leader who would unite the Volk and lead
them into a new era (Stern 1961:xxi). They also believed that Germany was a unique
nation that belonged neither to West nor East but only to itself.
In 1890, the energetic young Kaiser, Wilhelm II, dismissed the elderly Bismarck
and brought back the Romantic, mythical thinking, and theatrical behavior the Germans
wanted. He focused on the romantic concept of the feudal kingdom that was surrounded
by enemies, creating the need for war. According to Bill Kinser and Neil Kleinman, the
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Germans closed the door to the future by choosing to focus on the past as the solution to
present problems (1969:12). During Wilhelm's reign, Social Darwinism and racial
anthropology became popular as means of explaining human behavior.
The Philosophical Background of National Socialism
The Nazis based their political mythology on their interpretations (and often
misinterpretations) of the works of philosophers Friedrich Nietzsche, Arthur
Schopenhauer, Herbert Spencer, Hegel, and Georges Sorel; cultural critics Paul de
Lagarde, Julius Langbehn, and Moeller van den Bruck; racial theorists Arthur de
Gobineau and Houston Stewart Chamberlain; and composer Richard Wagner. These
thinkers share certain characteristics: cultural pessimism, an interest in the use of force,
and an obsessive focus on Germany and its destiny. William Shirer states that these men
and their "weird mixture of irresponsible, megalomaniacal ideas... succeeded in establishing
a spiritual break with the West...[which] has not been healed to this day" (1960:97).
In the popular imagination, the philosophy of Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche (18441900) is much to blame for National Socialism. Nietzsche held a doctorate in philology
and taught at the University of Basel. He was a rigorous critical thinker who despised the
hypocrisy and materialism of his times. Christianity and democracy were signs of weakness
in his view; what mattered was strength and willpower. He also despised German
nationalism, anti-Semitism, mass culture, and Prussian militarism (Herwig 1994:147).
Interestingly, racial superiority was a ridiculous concept to him: he described the idea of
German racial purity as "a mendacious swindle" (Snyder 1976:249).
Nihilism and an apocalyptic outlook dominated Nietzsche's writings, factors which
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may have caused his mental breakdown in 1889. He believed society was on the decline
and that traditional values had lost their meaning. Nietzsche formulated in Also Sprach
Zarathustra (Thus Spoke Zarathustra) (1883-1885) the idea of the Ubermensch,
superman, a hardened man of intellectual and physical strength who cast off the old, weak
values and delighted in battle and had no need for religion (Snyder 1976:249); it is
important to note that he did not stipulate any specific group, least of all the Germans, as
the supermen. Nietzsche envisioned this superman as a "magnificent blond brute, avidly
rampant for spoil and victory" who would create an elite to rule the world (Shirer
1960:100).
Nietzsche's sister Elizabeth edited his writings and distorted them to fit nationalism
and racism (Herwig 1994:148). It may be that "Zarathustra's prophet was worlds apart
from the parochial revivers of Wotan" (Stern 1961:286) but the Nazis ignored Nietzsche's
role as cultural critic and took his ideas out of context. They selectively used his ideas of
the Ubermensch, the will to power (the title of his last work), contempt for Christianity
and democracy, and the worship of force. Shirer observes that Hitler liked to visit the
Nietzsche museum in Weimar and had himself photographed "staring in rapture at the bust
of the great man" (1960:100). Volkisch thinkers also admired Nietzsche but misinterpreted
his work to fit their racist views.
Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) created the philosophy of pessimism. He stated
that life was a struggle which can never be won. The will is the only vital force, but it leads
to tragedy because it creates a longing for striving and success that can never be achieved.
This longing leads to suffering and the only way the suffering can be relieved is to give up
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the stmggle and enjoy the aesthetic side of life. Schopenhauer's influence can be seen in
Wagner's music and Germany's desire to see itself as "a culture committed to its aesthetic
imagination" (Kinser and Kleinman 1969:7).
The philosophy of Georg Wilhelm Hegel (1770-1831) glorified the state as God's
highest creation and stipulated that the individual could find fulfillment only in the
authoritarian state. British philosopher Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) applied Darwin's
theory of natural selection to society and coined the phrase "survival of the fittest." Only
the strong can survive and the weak will and should perish. Spencer's Social Darwinism fit
in well with the materialism and competition of the late nineteenth century and it made
racism seem scientific and respectable (Herwig 1994:145). And from French philosopher
Georges Sorel (1847-1922), the founder of syndicalism, the Nazis took the idea of the
necessity of violence and the use of myth to persuade.
Stern and Mosse both identify three cultural critics who represented the increasing
pessimism of the nineteenth century and whose works were often used by members of
Volkisch groups: Paul de Lagarde (1827-1891), Julius Langbehn (1851-1907), and
Moeller van den Brack (1876-1925). Stern describes them as critics who were victims of
the cultural crisis of the nineteenth century and who also desired to be prophets of a
mystical national rebirth (1961:xi). They despised modernity, liberal democracy, science,
the current educational system, capitalism, and saw the Jew as the source of these
problems (1961:142). As "sick analysts of a partly sick society" the three men wrote out
of anger, loneliness, and resentment (1961:xiii). Like folklorists, Lagarde and Langbehn
looked to an idealized past as the source for a better future out of contempt for the
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present. ( I will examine Moeller van den Brack later in the chapter).
Lagarde was an embittered academic who specialized in Oriental studies, but he
was best known as the prophet of a Germanic faith centered around the Volk. Mosse
credits him as the founder of the Volkisch movement (1964:31). Bismarck's unification of
Germany was not good enough for Lagarde because it was not spiritual and Volk-oriented.
He was also strongly anti-Semitic and blamed St. Paul for Judaizing the spirit of Christ
with materialistic, fossilized Hebraic law, comparing Jews to germs and calling for their
extermination (Mosse 1964:32-39).
Writer Julius Langbehn passionately defended the Volk against what he regarded as
the corrupting influence of modernity and the Jews. The peasant represented the true
German to him and the feudal era the true Germanic society. He popularized the notion of
race as the "power of the blood" and the need for a racial elite that excluded Jews
(Spielvogel 1996:6). He especially disliked assimilated Jews because they tried to be
Germans and preached a war of extermination against them (Stern 1961:141). Under the
influence of mystics like Swedenborg, Langbehn's nationalism became spiritual. He
theorized that only the Germans had souls and were Christ-like because the Volk and God
communicated directly with each other; the Jews had forfeited their souls through a slavish
adherence to law, and the French lost theirs through their liberal revolution which resulted
in mediocrity (Mosse 1964:42-43).
In 1890 Langbehn published the popular Rembrandt als Erzieher {Rembrandt as
Educator). Written in an artistic, irrational style that defied academic standards of the
time, the book presented the artist as the ideal medieval Germanic hero from Langbehn's

42

beloved North Germany. His Volkisch depiction of Rembrandt influenced many young
Germans with romantic imaginations. And finally, Langbehn also acted as a prophet: he
longed for a "Caesaristic-artistic" man to rescue and unite the German Volk as a "secret
emperor" who could intuit and express the will of the Volk, and who would act as both a
cultural hero and political leader (Stern 1961:149).
The ideas of Lagarde and Langbehn seem unbalanced and decidedly irrational to
us, but Mosse writes that they both were "exceptionally lucid exponents of an
undercurrent that pervaded much of Germanic society" (1964:46), the dark side of
Romanticism. As deeply unhappy, marginalized individuals, dissatisfied with Christianity
but desperate for a faith and redemption, Lagarde and Langbehn (and van den Bruck)
escaped into mysticism and praised violence as a way to solve problems, withdrawing into
their proud, resentful isolation and self-martyrdom. Nazi leadership exhibited these same
characteristics (Stern 1961:269-275). Nazis ideologists like Alfred Rosenberg regarded
Lagarde and Langbehn as important predecessors and borrowed from their strange
combination of nihilism and idealism (1961:289).
Nazi racial theory came from the works of French philosopher Count Arthur de
Gobineau (1816-1882) and British-German philosopher Houston Stewart Chamberlain
(1855-1927). Their theories made racism seem respectable and scientific, and their books
were to be found in many middle-class homes. As a well-educated conservative noble,
Gobineau was disturbed by the aftereffects of the French revolution. His main work was
Essai sur I 'inegalite des races humaines (Essay on the Inequality of Human Races),
published in 1853-1855. The book failed to find a following in France but was popular in
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Germany after composer Richard Wagner's espousal of it (Shirer 1960:104). Gobineau's
analysis was pessimistic. He posited that race and inequality of the races guided the whole
of human history (Fischer 1995:9). Corruption and downfall of nations happened because
of miscegenation; maintaining purity was the only way to survive. Only three races
existed, white, black, and yellow, and Gobineau maintained that the whites were superior
and within the white race, the Aryans were the purest (Snyder 1976:118). The Nazis, of
course, interpreted this to mean the Germans.
Gobineau in turn influenced Houston Stewart Chamberlain, a well-educated but
neurotic Englishman convinced he was driven by demons to create a great work (Shirer
1960:105). The result was Grundlagen des XIX. Jahrhunderts (Foundations of the
Nineteenth Century), published in 1899. In this rambling, 1200 page book, Chamberlain
continued Gobineau's thesis of racial inequality and hierarchy. He described the Teutons
(or Aryans) as the superior, pure race, creators of true culture and destined to rule the
world and the Jews as an inferior race, capable only of being destructive, thus introducing
the "master race" concept which he applied to the Germans. In his view, all the great men
in history were Teutonic—including Jesus. The symbolic and mythological aspects of
Christianity had become distorted by Jewish law (Fischer 1995:11), but the Aryan race
would redeem the corrupt, modern world. Kaiser Wilhelm II befriended the author and
other upper-class educated Germans praised the book as it no doubt soothed fears of
inferiority and confirmed prejudices.
Because Chamberlain had spurned his British homeland to become a German
citizen, the British were not impressed by his work. He even wrote anti-British
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propaganda during WWI (Snyder 1976:50). In 1908 he married one of Wagner's
daughters and stayed with the composer's family in Bayreuth. In Klaus Fischer's
estimation, Chamberlain "became the focal point of radical Germanism and violent
antimodernism... preaching the gospel of Aryan superiority" (1995:10). Chamberlain's
hopes were dashed by Germany's defeat in WWI and the abdication of the Kaiser. But
when Hitler visited the ailing philosopher in 1923, Chamberlain gushed, "You have mighty
things to do... with one stroke you have transformed the state of my soul," and joined the
NSDAP, writing articles for its publications (Shirer 1960:109). Chamberlain's ideas run
rampant through Mein Kcimpf Rosenberg's Myth of the XX. Century, and other Nazi
publications.
Hitler liked to proclaim "Whoever wants to understand National Socialist Germany
must know Wagner" (Shirer 1960:101). Richard Wagner's (1813-1883) dramatic music
provided the Nazis with much inspiration. The lush operas found in Der Ring des
Nibelungen cycle presented new interpretations of the old German mythology for the
Romantic era, a wild, mystical world of violence, treachery, and loss. In addition to
composing music, Wagner was also a cultural critic and in his writings expressed extreme
nationalism, praise for the German folk soul, and virulent anti-Semitism. The mythology of
Wagner's operas influenced Hitler deeply. The mythological theme of the outsider who
challenges society and the desire to dominate appealed to him (Spielvogel 1996:23-24).
Indeed, "So intense was his belief in [Wagner's myth] that, consciously or unconsciously,
he recapitulated the final scenes of the Gotterdammerung" (twilight of the gods) in the
Berlin bunker at the end of WWII (Snyder 1976:369).
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The individuals I have examined are routinely recognized by historians as the precursors to National Socialism. But they do not present the whole picture. A deeper
understanding of Nazi ideology requires an examination of the Volkisch movement in late
nineteenth-century Germany. Mosse writes that this part of history has been overlooked
too often because of its anti-intellectual nature and because the Volkisch movement
represents "a profound mood, a peculiar view of man and society which seems alien and
even demonic to Western intellect" (1964:1). Scholars have often resisted studying
mystical and irrational currents in society because they operate from the assumptions that
all people are rational and logical like they are (Rhodes 1980:41). However, history and
folklore often prove otherwise.
The Volkisch Movement
Volkisch (folkish) societies combined nationalism, anti-liberalism, cultural
pessimism, and racism (Goodrick-Clarke 1992:8). Their ideology was an outgrowth of
romanticism, racial theory, Germanic Christianity, and nature mysticism. They linked the
human soul with nature; thus the Jews were barren because they were a desert people and
the Germans creative because they came from the mystical forest (Mosse 1964:4.) Sun
symbolism was especially meaningful: as the dwellers in dark forests, Germans sought
after the sun and were therefore the bearers of light. The words Volk and Volkisch took on
spiritual and ethnocentric meanings to signify the uniqueness of the German "race." The
Jews, of course, could not be members of the Volk—they were outsiders, aliens.
The Volk were rooted in the landscape, the Jews rootless. Volkisch ideology
became an "alternative to modernity," by focusing on the rural landscape, the peasant, the
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mystical German folk soul (Mosse 1964:17). Followers of the ideology looked back to the
times of the ancient German tribes as the original, pure Volk, using Germania by the
Roman author Tacitus as evidence of this ethnic authenticity (1964:68-69). Peasant
folklore and mythology like the Eddas were also inspirations. The movement was
correspondingly anti-Semitic, so much so that George Mosse writes "dehumanization of
the Jew is perhaps one of the most significant single development in the evolution of the
Volkisch ideology" (1964:141). To Volkisch thinkers, the Jews did not have a soul and
were therefore not human. The founder of the anti-Semitic League in 1879, Wilhelm Marr,
saw Jews as fossils, materialistic, and symbols of the hated modernity (1964:130).
Religious anti-Semitism now became ethnic anti-Semitism and Volkisch groups worried
about the threat of miscegenation which would destroy the "purity" of the German Volk.
Regina Bendix notes that this desire for racial purity is linked with the search for the
authentic in folklore (1997:163). While members of Volkisch groups called for racial
purity, nineteenth-century folklorists looked for the "pure" German folklore.
It is interesting to note that the Volkisch network was truly folkloric in its
dissemination of information: the spread of Volkisch ideology was based on personal
contacts, word of mouth, and group meetings as well as publication in journals (Mosse
1964:78). And the leaders and members for the most part were well-educated—professors,
writers, journalists, and white-collar workers. But irrationalism won over their thinking. In
this section, I will highlight notable names from the Volkisch movement as described in
Mosse's work and then focus on Guido von List and Lanz von Liebenfels, whose theories
closely resemble those of Alfred Rosenberg and Heinrich Himmler.
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Wilhelm Riehl, the scholar who founded the German discipline of folklore, also
contributed to the Volkisch movement. He stipulated that the Volk had to be situated in
the landscape and desired a revival of the medieval society. Membership in the Volk was
the only means of fulfillment. The middle class was to blame for disrupting the folk by
employing them in their factories and cities encouraged rootlessness, turning artisans into
proletarians. Overall, "[Riehl] was a pioneer in localizing the cosmic spirit within the
confines of the Volk" (Mosse 1964:19-23). The Volkisch movement and the folklore
discipline shared a common goal of saving and reviving German traditions.
Publisher and founder of the "New Romanticism" group, Eugen Diederichs,
espoused the "idealism of deeds." Action was necessary to carry out the mission of the
Volk. He created the journal Die Tat (the Deed), published collections of German folklore
and mythology, and promoted a cult of the sun with his solar festivals to celebrate the sun
and its sacred light. The New Romantics believed that physical force and a Nietzschean
will to power would create a German Utopia (Mosse 1964:53-65). Folk dramas as well as
folk tales were popular in the Volkisch groups, and Ernst Wachler revived the open-air
theater Volk plays in the forest. He also wanted to revive the ancient Germanic Thing, a
meeting place of worship and administration. His work created the foundations for "the
mass cult and the liturgical framework for a substitute Volk church" that the Nazi Party
tried to be (1964:80-82).
The Volkisch movement also looked to art and economics. The artist Fidus
provided the ideal of male Nordic beauty that would later be copied by the Nazis. His
work reflected the growing belief that the body mirrored the soul (Mosse 1964:88) and
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the intertwining of Social Darwinism, racism, and anthropology. Volkisch groups created
agrarian communes to be elite, self-sufficient Aryan communities, Germanic Utopias, that
attempted to find an alternative to capitalism and communism and wanted to revive
medieval customs. The planned Mittgart colony was to institute human breeding programs
through racial selection and polygamy. Of these groups, the Artamanen were the most
successful. One of their members, Walter Darre, eventually became Heinrich Himmler's
mentor and the Nazi minister of agriculture. In the late 1920s, the group was absorbed
into the Nazi Party (1964:108-119).
Volkisch ideology became increasingly mystical and irrational by the 1880s, as
"myths and magic moved out of the drawing room and coffee houses to fight against
reason and revolution" (Nagl 1974:185). The ideologists elevated the German folk soul
into cosmic realms and advocated violence and cruelty towards outsiders, especially Jews.
Through the application of Social Darwinism, Volkisch ideology encouraged the ideas of
racial elitism, eugenics, and the idea of a master race that should conquer others (Mosse
1964:100-101). In general, the time period between 1890 and 1914 marked the
intertwining of racism with other irrational philosophies like vitalism and mysticism
(Fischer 1995:11-12).
Madame Blavatsky's Theosophy movement of the 1880s was especially popular
with Volkisch groups. Theosophy's rigid structure based on the hierarchy of race and its
belief in a mystical life-force lent an aura of the occult to the Volkisch agenda of German
superiority. This faction of Volkisch ideology became known as Ariosophy (GoodrickClarke 1992:29-31). Ariosophists believed that the Aryans were the only race to carry a
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cosmic life-force somehow embodied in the "blood" and passed on through the
generations (Mosse 1961:85). This growing mystification of race in Ariosophy spawned a
host of cults with their own prophets, philosophers, and writers. In The Occult Roots of
Nazism, Goodrick-Clarke focuses on two Ariosophists: Guido von List and Lanz von
Liebenfels.
Guido von List (1848-1919) was an eccentric philosopher, amateur folklorist, and
occult guru from Vienna. As a young man, he loved to roam the Austrian countryside,
reading the cultural landscape and dreaming of a glorious, "pure" Germanic past and
future. During a camping trip in 1875, he buried eight wine bottles in the shape of a
swastika to celebrate the German tribal victory over the Romans 1500 years before
(Goodrick-Clarke 1992:55). Like professional folklorists of that era, he idealized the
peasantry and the country and thought German folktales held the remnants of ancient
German mythology. He defined the ancient mythology as a cult of Wotan maintained by an
elite priesthood and believed that only the Aryan went beyond materialism as an "organic"
being that possessed a true soul made up of the cosmic life-force (Mosse 1961:89). In his
magazine articles, novels and plays, he mixed German folklore, Nordic mythology,
conspiracy theories, anti-Christian feelings, theosophy, occultism, and Volkisch ideology.
And on a more ominous note, he created German folklore evenings that deliberately
excluded Jews (Goodrick-Clarke 1992:84). In 1908, his followers created the List Society
to popularize his ideas. At the same time, List created his own secret society called the
Armanenschaft, based on his fantasies about the priesthood of Wotan. Almost twenty
years later, Alfred Rosenberg's political mythology would bear a striking resemblance to
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List's in his use of folklore, Nordic mythology, and race mysticism.
Two disciples of List carried his ideas to Germany. One was Alfred Schuler, a
wanderer, speaker, and freeloader who lounged around Schwabing, Munich's famous
Bohemian district. He presented himself as an "oracle" and claimed he could "see"
German antiquity through his blood. Mosse speculates that Adolf Hitler heard him speak
at the house of a mutual acquaintance. The other was Tarnhari, a mysterious individual
who claimed he was the reincarnated leader of the ancient Volsungen tribe and shared his
memories with List, who enthused at how closely they resembled his own intuitive
research. He eked out a living printing pictures with folkloric and mythological themes and
was probably something of a con man. Nevertheless, his ideas influenced Dietrich Eckart,
a poet and journalist who mentored Hitler and befriended Rosenberg. Mosse writes, "The
world view Hitler carried into office was not untainted by Schuler and Tarnhari's
Germanic frame of reference" (1964:75-77).
Georg Lanz von Liebenfels (1887-1954), a former Cistercian monk from Vienna,
also believed in the superiority of the Aryan. Unlike the dreamy List, he took a hard-edged
approach to racism that included radical theology, contemporary anthropology, and
pseudo-science. And also unlike List, who tried to break away from Christianity, Lanz
created his own Aryanized version of Christianity. He interpreted the Bible myth of the
Fall as the fall of the Aryan man who had committed miscegenation with female animals to
create the "lower" races; this was his "sexo-racist" gnosis that was the foundation for his
philosophy of "theozoology" (Goodrick-Clarke 1992:93-94). For Lanz, the only way to
resurrect and purify the Aryan was to follow a strict program of eugenics and racial
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breeding to bring back Homo Arioheroicus (Nagl 1974:191-192). He envisioned an
apocalyptic battle between "light" and "dark" races and even called for "incineration as a
sacrifice to God" (Goodrick-Clarke 1992:97), a chilling foreshadowing of the Holocaust.
In 1905, Lanz created the magazine Ostara: Eine Zeitschrift fur Blonde (A Magazine for
Blondes) to promote his philosophy. He described Jews as parasitical "two-legged
dinosaur hominids" and called for Aryan retaliation against them (Nagl 1974:192).
The young Adolf Hitler was an avid reader of Ostara during his days of poverty
and misery in Vienna (1907-1913). One of the many legends surrounding Hitler claims
that he went to see Lanz von Liebenfels to get some back issues of the magazine and
regarded the older man as a mentor (Fischer 1995:38). Lanz idealized the medieval
Knights Templars and in 1907 created his own knightly order, the Order of New
Templars, housed in the castle Werfenstein in Austria. The exclusively male members were
to be representatives and guardians of the Aryan racial elite. The castle even had a
museum of "Aryan anthropology" (Goodrick-Clarke 1992:109). Lanz's ideas of the
"good" Aryan race and "bad" Jewish race, his mixing of mythology, anthropology, and a
prejudiced view of science and biology foreshadowed the equally disturbing views of
Heinrich Himmler who had the power to make these strange fantasies come true on a
massive scale by using technology.
Mosse identifies a basic paradox: although Volkisch ideology was irrational and
impractical, it ended up as the solution to Germany's problems, resulting in the career of
Hitler who "wed the Volkish [sic] flight from reality to political discipline and efficient
political organization" (1964:9). Stern writes that this complicated history of German
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ideology is why educated, civilized Germans embraced Hitler as their leader and did not
(or chose not to) see his evil side (1961:291).
The destruction and shock of WWI, "an atavistic eruption of tribal hatreds,"
(Fischer 1995:15) and the political, economic, and social chaos that followed it put an end
to the dreaming of the Kaiser Reich era. Germany became "an ideal incubator for a wide
variety of totalitarian myths" (Orlow 1967:906). The conservative revolution, which had
been a European intellectual movement, became a political movement in Germany (Stern
1961:xxiii). The loss of the war with the deaths of two million men stung the Germans
deeply as did the loss of the monarchy and the creation of the radically democratic Weimar
government in 1918. In addition, the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 and the subsequent
Communist takeovers in Bavaria and Hungary, short-lived as they were, terrified them.
Nationalist groups, both political and occult, and de-mobilized soldiers who could not
readjust to civilian life, fought back ideologically and physically.
The National Socialist movement sprang from this climate of chaos, fear and
hatred. It also sprang from a nebulous connection with one mystical-occult group, the
Thule Gesellschaft (the Thule Society). Founded in Munich during the chaotic years 19171919 by a List and Lanz admirer, Rudolf von Sebottendorf, the Thule Society pretended
to be a study circle of ancient German history, but it was really the activist, anti-Semitic,
and political faction of the occult groups Germanenorden, "Germanic lodges" (Phelps
1963:251-252). Its name comes from their belief in the arctic land of Thule, the mythical
homeland of the Aryans (Cecil 1972:22).
Fervently nationalistic young men like Count Anton auf Arco-Valley desired
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membership in the Thule Society in order show their commitment to saving Germany from
the dual threats of Communism and Judaism. But when the Thulists examined ArcoValley's background and discovered that his mother was of Jewish ancestry, they
immediately rejected him. The young count was angry and hurt and, as Nigel Jones puts it,
resolved "to do some courageous deed which would redeem his tainted blood"
(1987:132). On 21 February 1919, Arco-Valley murdered the creator and leader of the
Bavarian Soviet Republic, Kurt Eisner, a journalist and Social Democrat who also
happened to be Jewish. The count was saved from the death penalty by a judge and jury
sympathetic to right wing causes and was released from prison after only serving five years
of a life sentence (1987:133). The willingness of both the leaders and the ordinary citizens
to excuse violent behavior during the Weimar Republic paved the way for the success of
the Nazis.
Although the Thulists occasionally engaged in violent and terrorist activities
against the left, Sebottendorf also wanted the society to spread its ideas through
journalism and by reaching out to the working class. In 1918, he bought a local newspaper
called the Munchener Beobachter (the Munich Observer) in which he mixed sports
updates and Volkisch ideology (Phelps 1963:255). In the next year, he started a study
group for Thule's working-class associates and asked locksmith Anton Drexler to be the
head. Drexler turned the group into a nationalist political group, the German Workers'
Party (Deutsche Arbeiter Partei—DAP). Although Drexler was not an occultist, he shared
the Thulists' hatred of Communists and Jews. Like Guido von List, both groups used the
right-handed swastika in their publications and signs (Goodrick-Clarke 1992:150-151). As
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previously mentioned in Chapter One, the DAP became the NSDAP in February of 1920
and the new party bought Sebottendorf s newspaper, renaming it the Volkischer
Beobachter (the Folkish Observer). Hitler, the Party's new leader, introduced the Heil
salute which he borrowed from Volkisch groups (Spielvogel 1996:29). This infamous
gesture was "one of the most potent forms of totalitarian conditioning conceivable"
(Grunberger 1971:82).
In addition to the Thule Society, other Volkisch activities continued in the 1920s
and shaped NS ideology. In 1921, a member of the agricultural group Artamanen, Bruno
Tanzmann, started Bauernhochschule (peasant folk schools), an antidote to modernity to
educate farmers to retain their folkways. Heinrich Himmler admired the schools, and later
Hitler awarded Tanzmann a lifetime salary (Mosse 1964:117-118). Writer Hans F.K.
Giinther wrote in 1924 his variation of the myth of the feudal knight protecting Germany
in his book Bitter, Tod, und Teufel: der heldische Gedanke (The Knight, Death, and the
Devil: A Heroic Thought). The title also refers to a famous engraving by Nuremberg artist
Albrecht Diirer. Giinther portrays the knight as both a Volkisch and Nietzschean hero.
Walter Darre, Artamanen member and mentor of Heinrich Himmler, brought it to the
attention of the Nazis and Giinther became a "racial expert" for the Party (1964:208-209).
The career of Walter Darre (1895-1953) warrants further mention. Born in Buenos
Aires, Argentina, Darre served in a German regiment in WWI and after the war, turned to
the Volkisch, Freikorps, and National Socialist movements with a specialization in
agricultural issues (Snyder 1976:61). While studying for an agricultural degree, Darre
focused on eugenics and animal breeding but found it difficult to establish a farming career
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in the economic chaos of the 1920s when his family's wealth was lost (Deutschmann
1991:230). He became a mentor to Heinrich Himmler, who also tried his hand at farming
in the 20s. His prolific writings on the peasantry, with titles like The Peasant as the Life
Source of the Nordic Race (1928), often resemble folkloristic analysis of peasant customs
with a racial emphasis. He touted the ideology of Blut undBoden which stipulated that the
peasants were the "life force of the Nordic race" because of their intimate contact with the
German soil and that humans could be selectively bred like animals (1991:231). Darre's
ideas were a literalization of Herder's concepts of the folk soul and the influence of the
environment on the folk soul and became a central tenant of Nazi ideology and agricultural
policy. During the Nazi regime Darre served as Reichsbauernfuhrer (Reich Agricultural
Leader) and Reichsernahrungsfuhrer (Reich Food Minister). Inspired by the example of
Tanzman's folk schools, Darre created his own peasant workshops that emphasized
folklore and the preserving of folk traditions (Kamenetsky 1972:231).
The idea of a "third way" between capitalism and communism preoccupied
Volkisch and other culture critics and came to mean a mystical revival of feudalism (Mosse
1964:280). Robert Koehl points out that "feudalism is a mode of revival of a society
whose polity has gone into extreme disintegration" (1960:921). Writer and leading figure
of the conservative revolution, Moeller van den Bruck (1876-1924), published in 1922
DasDritte Reich (The Third Reich), his political mythology based on the feudal dream.
Written in a mystical and prophetic style, the book praises the strong men of German
history and the necessity of force and struggle in life. Liberal democracy was the antithesis
of the rooted folk community and emphasized civilization over culture. The promise of the
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coming Third Reich was unity of the folk under a Fuhrer, through whom the problems of
the Germans would be transcended. Moeller's approach was that of the preacher—the
Third Reich was a religious ideal, a means of redemption. The book reflects the fear
radical conservatives felt in the wake of WWI and the creation of the hated Weimar
government in 1918 (Stern 1961:183-266).
Mention must also be made of journalist, poet, and Thule member Dietrich Eckart
(1868-1923). His Volkisch newspaper Auf GutDeutsch (In Good German) was antiSemitic and anti-Weimar. He blamed the Jews for his lack of success and became a mentor
to Hitler, eventually touting him as the coming national messiah. Hitler in turn regarded
Eckart as a spiritual cofounder of the NSDAP and dedicated Mein Kampf to him. A line
from one of his poems, "Deutschland Erwachel" (Germany Awake!), became one of the
Nazis' best-known slogans (Spielvogel 1966:31). Eckart also helped the new party buy its
newspaper, Volkischer Beobachter, and employed Alfred Rosenberg as the editor (Snyder
1976:78). The reviver of outdoor folk plays, Ernst Wachler, wrote for Auf Gut Deutsch as
did Ellegard Ellerbeck. The eccentric Ellerbeck also lectured at schools and theorized that
the Jewish cities poisoned the Germans who were rural creatures of the sun. He liked to
exclaim to his audiences "Do you know that you are gods?" In his trial in Nuremberg in
1946, Rosenberg recalled Ellerbeck as one of his favorite writers (Mosse 1964:82-83).
After the failed Putsch of 9 November 1923, Hitler was given a light sentence in
the comfortable prison cell of Landsberg in 1924. This break from action afforded him the
opportunity to remake his image as a politician instead of a rabble-rouser and he dictated
his political ideology, Mein Kampf to his secretary and later Deputy Fuhrer, Rudolf Hefi.
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His political statement has been analyzed in-depth by many historians and political
scientists and can be seen as "an accurate record of the self-construction of an apocalyptic
mentality" (Rhodes 1980:53). Because my focus is on Rosenberg and Himmler as political
mythologists in Chapter Three, I will simply summarize Hitler's basic ideas here. Racism
and the purity of the Aryans were at the heart of his rambling testament. Membership in
the folk was through blood only, not language. Repeating many of Chamberlain's ideas,
Hitler made his anti-Semitism obvious: Judaism was not a religion but a race.
Economically, Germany should be self-sufficient, neither capitalist nor communist, but use
its own unique system. And he discusses the techniques of mass propaganda, persuading
people through lies, and the primacy of the spoken over the written word (Snyder
1976:224-226).
Hitler's theory of propaganda is perhaps his most original idea and is worth
examining, as it has a strong basis in oral folklore. He stipulated that 1.) propaganda is a
means to an end, not the end itself; 2.) it should address the ordinary masses, not the
educated elite; 3.) successful propaganda appeals to the emotions, not the intellect; 4.) the
spoken word and mass assemblies are more effective than the written word (thus oral and
customary folklore have primacy over print); 5.) propaganda should be subjective and
one-sided, representing only one view for clarity; 6.) it should be limited to a few repeated
points; and finally, 7.) the enemy should be portrayed not as comic and ridiculous but
threatening and terrible (Rhodes 1980:172-173).
From the Volkisch groups, Hitler took the concepts of Volk, anti-Semitism, and the
unique destiny of Germany. He considered only those ideas, myths, and images that would
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be useful to him in some way because his nature was a mix of the practical and the
fanatical (Bullock 1971:209). His genius lay in giving everyone the myth they wanted:
farmers, soldiers, the youth, the middle-class, the unemployed (Grebing 1960:170).
Beneath the cloak of Volkisch ideas, however, lay simply hatred and a desire for power
and destruction (1960:169).
Dietrich Orlow describes the changes that took place with Hitler and the party
during the crucial years 1925-1926 in his article "The Conversion of Myths into Political
Power." While in his exile, Hitler recreated himself as a "mythical superperson"
(1967:912). By coming out of prison "a hero and a folkish saint" (1967:911), Hitler united
a drifting, divided party under this self-deification process and created a powerful political
myth: der Fuhrer. From now on, everyone would be united under his personal leadership
which would be unquestioned. To ensure that his lofty god-like position would never be
threatened, Hitler deliberately kept the balance of power shifting among his subordinates
by giving them overlapping duties; while they were fighting among themselves, they would
not be fighting him—this was his concept of the Fiihrerprinzip (the Fuhrer principle).
Koehl writes, "the Nazi empire approximated feudal monarchy...Hitler was a unifying
factor for the disparate and competing elements of national Socialism" (1960:927). The
myth of the Fuhrer spoke to the tendency in German culture to view their leaders as "idols
endowed with superhuman qualities" (Grunberger 1971:84).
Orlow contends that only Hitler, "crucified at the Odeonsplatz [the scene of the
Putsch], descended to Landsberg, but risen to lead the Party, was the living link with and
the embodiment of the primitive Nazi church" (1967: 922). Having revealed himself and
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his word, the political god needed high priests to support him and to make a "pragmatic
charter" of his mythology. Hitler found two willing disciples in Alfred Rosenberg and
Heinrich Himmler. Their versions of National Socialist ideology influenced German
Volkskunde, and this mix of political mythology and folklore makes their careers worth
examining in this analysis.

CHAPTER III
National Socialist Ideology and the Folklore Policies of Alfred
Rosenberg and Heinrich Himmler
In NSDAP literature and propaganda, the Nazis not only referred to themselves as
a Partei (party) but also as members of a Bewegung (movement), that is, not merely
members of a political party but part of a dynamic group with a charismatic, deified leader
who made promises, outlined specific beliefs, and asked for devotion. What were the
"national powers of belief' that folklorist Matthes Ziegler referred to? What was the
nature of Nazi belief? What was the political mythology behind the rallies in Nuremberg
that made them such meaningful experiences for their participants?
To begin with, there was a paradox at the heart of Nazi ideology. On the one hand,
NS leaders desired an idealized community of a "pure" ethnic group based on the folklife
of German peasants; on the other, they wanted Germany to be a competitive militaryindustrial state on the cutting edge of science and technology. To unite these contradictory
ideas and to justify their actions to their followers, the National Socialist leadership needed
to create a compelling ideology—a political mythology. Hitler and other Nazi speakers and
writers liked to use the word Weltanschauung, world view, a "conception of the world, a
philosophy of life" (Snyder 1976:378) to describe their ideology.
This chapter is an investigation of the political mythology of National Socialist
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leaders, whom I classify as a folk group. After an overview of Nazi ideology as a
vernacular religion, I will examine the careers and political mythology of Alfred
Rosenberg, the NSDAP's philosopher, and Heinrich Himmler, head of the SS, because of
their deep involvement with folklore studies. Both men used folklore, Nordic mythology,
archaeology, and prehistory for ideological and ultimately genocidal ends. As competitors
and more often adversaries, they wanted to be the ideological educators of the Third
Reich. On a deeper level, Rosenberg and Himmler also saw themselves as the creators of a
National Socialist religion (Lixfeld 1994:106).
In the past, folklorists have classified as folk groups the "Others" of society, the
marginalized, the non-institutional, the uneducated, and the nonwhite. The Nazis would
not have qualified as a folk group because of their highly organized, political, and middleclass nature. However, John Dorst's seminal 1989 postmodern ethnography, The Written
Suburb, has changed that: he analyzes the middle-class, educated whites of Chadds Ford,
Pennsylvania, as a folk group with distinctive behaviors and creations. His work, based on
reflexivity and postmodernism, informs much of my analysis in this and following chapters
on Nazi celebrations. In examining Nazi ideology and propaganda, it is important to note
that the Nazis self-consciously saw themselves as a folk group with specific traditions. In
their films, publications, and speeches, the National Socialist movement endlessly
commented on these traditions, first to present themselves as legitimate heirs to German
history and then to consolidate power and indoctrinate the Germans to accept the Party
with unquestioning obedience.
Another folklore term that needs to be discussed here if I am going to define the
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Nazis as a modern folk group is "tradition." This term has been used in folklore
scholarship to denote materials passed on through time and as "a compendium of those
pre-existing culture-specific materials, assumptions, and options" that are more important
than individual taste (Toelken 1996:37). Dan Ben-Amos in his definition of folklore posits
that tradition is no longer a necessary concept because it is "an analytical construct...a
scholarly and not a cultural fact" (1972:13). If we use his definition, we need not even
worry about the issue and we are freed from "the role of the antiquarian" (1972:14). On
the other hand, folklorists like Dell Hymes point out that it is the act of traditionalizing and
the situational tradition that folklorists should study. As he puts it, "Let us root the notion
not in time, but in social life...every person, and group, makes some effort to
'traditionalize' aspects of its experience" (1975:353). John Dorst argues that tradition is
"one of the great mystified categories of Western thought" and like Hymes, analyzes a
process of traditionalization in Chadds Ford (1989:128-129). I agree with Hymes and
Dorst and will use their sense of "tradition" in this study to mean a flexible, creative, ongoing process. The Nazis were experts at the process of creating traditions out of old and
new materials and customs.
National Socialism was a variation of the political mythology of totalitarianism, a
type of one-party government that is anti-democratic. The basic traits of both right and left
wing totalitarianism are a monopoly on weapons and communication, a centrally directed
economy, a single ideology, a mass party led by one man, and a secret police that enforces
the ideology (Fischer 1995:17). Left wing totalitarianism, Communism, emphasizes the
working class and socioeconomic equality while right wing totalitarianism, fascism,
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focuses on Social Darwinism, racism, middle-class values, and a social hierarchy
(1995:17-18). Although fascism specifically means Benito Mussolini and the Italian
Fascisti, the word is used often as a term of generalization to include Adolf Hitler and the
Nazis, and other right wing, anti-democratic groups like Ferenc Szalasi and the Arrow
Cross in Hungary, Leon Degrelle and the Rexists in Belgium, Walter Mosely and the
Black Shirts in Britain, and Franco and the Falange in Spain. In his book, The Crisis of
German Ideology, George Mosse describes fascism as the desire to transcend ordinary and
everyday life, and in the case of the Germans, the desire to escape modernity (1964:312).
Klaus Fischer outlines two characteristics of totalitarianism important to this study: 1.) as
a response to rapid industrialization, totalitarian movements looked to the past to
recaptured a better, more "pure" time (like folklorists and members of the Volkisch
movement); and 2.) totalitarianism sought to replace the traditional religions whose power
had also been lost in the wake of modernism with its own mystical, romantic ideals that
disguised true intentions of power and coercion (1995:16-17).
Fascism is also an example of what Anthony F.C. Wallace calls "revitalization
movements," which he defines as "deliberate, conscious, organized efforts by members of
a society to create a more satisfying culture" that follow in the wake of individual and
societal frustration and disillusionment (1979[1956]:429). In these movements, the line
between secular and sacred is often blurred. The Nazi use of the word Bewegung
illustrates Wallace's thesis perfectly. Victor and Edith Turner finds that societies in a
liminal state in which the old order has broken down (like Weimar Germany) often
produce millenarian and revitalization movements; the successful ones such as National
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Socialism become institutionalized (1982:215). Another aspect of revitalization
movements is nativism, in which the group attempts to expel perceived foreign and/or
harmful elements in their culture (Wallace 1979[1956]:423,428). It is my contention that
Nazism was a modern type of nativism.
In his discussion of totalitarianism, Fischer writes that the "quintessential nature"
of the fascist government lies in its ability to be "the twentieth century version of
traditional religiosity... the secular equivalent of the religious life" (1995:17). I see an
interesting correlation here: the church or temple uses sacred mythology to create an
organized, official and codified religion with a community of believers; totalitarian, fascist
states use political mythology to create a secular, political religion that also has a
community of believers. In fact, Hannjost Lixfeld describes Nazism as a "fascist
replacement religion" (1994:84).
Dietrich Orlow, in his analysis of Hitler's self-deification as Fuhrer, states that
"political myths are an integral part of political life in all twentieth century mass societies"
and that while democratic governments use myths to facilitate discussion and debate,
fascist governments use myths to distort reality and to enforce obedience (1967:906). If
the masses believe, then they will obey and behave and not seek to enter into the political
debate themselves. Folklorist Wolfgang Emmerich points out that fascism used social and
historical myths in a specific way that had not yet been done before (cited in Lixfeld
1994:71), thus making fascist ideology appear to be new and exciting even though it was
using old ideas.
A brief comparison with Marxist ideology is instructive here. Karl Marx was an
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educated, critical thinker, and a thorough researcher. He based his ideology on the analysis
of economic issues and class structure. The Communist Manifesto is an analysis of the
economic problems of a turbulent time. Vladimir Illych Lenin, the founder of the
Bolshevik (later Communist) Party was also an intellectual, a critical thinker, and a prolific
writer; the other Bolshevik leaders such as Leon Trotsky and Bukharin were welleducated and good writers as well. By contrast, Nazi ideology was anti-intellectual. The
Nazis continued the Romantic emphasis on emotion, mysticism, action, and used vague
but emotionally meaningful concepts like Volk (folk) and Stamm (tribe). National
Socialism was often more like a faith based on intuition than concrete, well-thought out
political theory (Cecil 1972:66). Because of its vagueness, National Socialism seemed
suffused with "ineffable mysteries" (Deutschmann 1991:170). Robert Koehl writes that
NS ideology was not based on ideas but on attitudes and aspirations based on primordial
feelings such as fear, envy, resentment, and rage (1983:227). Other scholars have
characterized Nazi beliefs as "the satisfaction of impulses cloaked in ideology" (Grebing
1960:172). However, despite the theoretical differences between Marxism and fascism,
Fischer reminds us that the Communist and National Socialist governments were both
totalitarian and therefore shared the similarities listed above. He further states that
"Europe became an ideological, political, and ultimately a military battlefield between
these two types of totalitarianism, illustrating the poverty of political life in the twentieth
century" (1995:18).
The infamous book-burning event presided over by Joseph Goebbels in Berlin in
1933 was a celebration of the Party's anti-intellectual policy. University students and
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Storm Troopers burned the works of authors like Freud, Kafka, and Marx not only
because they were Jewish but also because these authors encouraged critical thinking and
self-analysis. Nazi propaganda painted the ideology as complete and as the creation of
Hitler, but it was really a mix of decontextualized ideas drawn from German intellectual
history (Bendix 1997:166).
Can we describe National Socialism as a vernacular, secular religion? There were
indeed deeply rooted spiritual longings at the root of the Germans' acceptance of the
Nazis (Stern 1961:293). Anthropologist Clifford Geertz states that religion is a "system of
symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive and long-lasting moods and
motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and
clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations
seem uniquely realistic" (1979:79-80). Myths, then, in narrative, material, and ritual form,
help to establish these symbols, moods and conceptualizations of the world and give them
the sense of reality and truth. I think this definition fits National Socialism, because Nazi
myths and rituals were constructed to be filled with symbols and moods that evoked
feelings of devotion and transcendence among the participants. For men like Rosenberg
and Himmler, NS ideology gave them a substitute, a focus and an escape from JudeoChristian morals and prohibitions (Loewenberg 1971:637). I think if Hitler deliberately
attempted to deify himself as an "all-encompassing synthesis of all other folkish myths" in
the process that Orlow describes (1967:924), then we are dealing with a kind of
vernacular, political religion.
It is the contention of historian James Rhodes in his intriguing 1980 work, The
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Hitler Movement: A Modern Millenarian Revolution, that we must regard Nazism as a
secular religion. Rhodes treats the Nazis as a folk group with folk beliefs and examines
their personal narratives, speeches and major written works like Rosenberg's Myth of the
Twentieth Century and Hitler's Mein Kampf two books that can be seen as the "Holy
Books" of National Socialism. He contends that the usual theories used to explain Nazism
(the failed economy, romantic nationalism, class conflict, existential crisis) are not enough;
we also need to look at the "theology and metaphysics of the NSDAP" (1980:19). Using
the theories of Norman Cohn and Eric Voegelin, Rhodes contends that Nazism was an
apocalyptic movement, based on millenarian fears, carrying with it a gnosis, secret
knowledge, of what was "wrong" with their world. Rhodes describes the world-view of
the creators of the NSDAP as an "ontological hysteria" which he defines as "a
hypothetical dread induced by false perceptions of the disintegration of existence"
(1980:38). In other words, the Nazis believed their world was falling apart and they
needed someone to blame. Influenced by the tradition of John's Apocalypse, they sought a
devil and found one in human form: the Jew (1980:50). The Nazis perceived themselves
as having "biologically fallen natures" because of miscegenation (1980:49) and wanted to
go back to the Eden of "purity." Although we know their perceptions were not true and
not scientifically tenable, it is important to remember that the Nazis believed that they
were true; as Pettazzoni says, the truth of myth "has no origin in logic, nor is it of a
historical kind; it is above all of a religious and more especially a magical order"
(1984[1954]:103).
Wanting to escape the harsh realities of the Weimar era, the Nazis took refuge in
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their myths and "revelations." Adolf Hitler was their leader of the new "folkish
millennium" (Orlow 1967:919) who would save his followers. Rhodes lists these
characteristics of National Socialists: they saw themselves as victims of catastrophe; they
believed their revelations promised them salvation; they sought "the primary cause of evil"
in a demonized image of the Jews; and, they thought they were the "elected" called to
fight for the new order in an eschatological war that would usher in a new era of paradise
(1980:29-30). Again, here I use the functionalist definition of myth as a cultural force that
guides people through life and motivates their behaviors and attitudes.
Rhodes also lists the core National Socialist political myths: 1.) WWI was a holy
experience; 2.) the chaos of 1918 and the Weimar government was a betrayal of the
holiness of the war; 3.) the German Army had lost the war because the liberals, Jews,
socialists, and communists had stabbed it in the back (Dolchstofi) and betrayed the nation;
4.) the Treaty of Versailles was unfair because it blamed Germany for the cause of the war
and reduced its army; 5.) the Kaiserreich had failed because it did not protect Aryan
purity; and finally, 6.) a Jewish world conspiracy plotted against the Aryans and was in
league with both capitalism and communism (1980:85-111). These themes underscored
Nazi propaganda, especially in the 1920s when the movement protested against the
Weimar government. Those who joined the movement did not want to admit that the
Germans had lost WWI simply because they ran out of manpower and supplies. Given
what Rhodes calls their "disaster syndrome," the Nazis found in these myths their answer
to their fears and problems. Because of the emphasis on feeling and belief in their
ideology, myth became for the Nazis "a weapon against the discomfort of reason" and had
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a fatal outcome of hatred and violence (Glaser 164:25). In their fight against reason, the
Nazis favored strength, physical power, and barbarism because the ancient Germanic
tribes were the "barbarians" who brought down the decadent Roman Empire (Deutschland
1991:169).
To Rhodes' list I add four more myths: the continuity with the ancient Germanic
past, the equation of "race" with culture, the self-sacrificing hero, and the Fuhrer myth.
Folklorist Wolfgang Emmerich details what he calls the "mythos of Germanic continuity"
in his essay published in the 1994 James Dow and Hannjost Lixfeld collection Nazification
of an Academic Discipline. At the heart of the focus on the peasantry in Nazi propaganda
and folklore studies lay an ancestor cult of the ancient Germanic tribes. Both Alfred
Rosenberg and Heinrich Himmler called for "Germanic tribal cults" (Emmerich 1994:43)
and Himmler attempted this revival through the rituals he devised for the SS. Because
direct archaeological evidence was scanty on the ancient Germanic tribes, Nazi
imagination could run wild. The discipline of prehistory was engaged in this search for
ancestors as well as folklore studies (Arnold 1991). Scholars also used Scandinavian
folklore and history to fill in the gaps (Emmerich 1994:39), hence producing the NordicGermanic theme that runs through much scholarship and propaganda in the Third Reich.
Nazi racial theory was also based on this Germanic-German connection because the
mythos supported the Social Darwinist notion that the fittest peoples survived (1994:44).
Symbol research and the search for Nordic symbols in folk art were results of the
Germanic-German continuity myth (1994:49).
The Weigel Symbol Archive, founded in 1939, catalogued the research of symbols
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like swastikas, sun signs, yule wheels, and runes, mainly by lay folklorists. In his
examination of the Weigel Archive, folklorist Rolf Wilhelm Brednich writes that "The
search for symbols no longer deserves the term 'scholarship,' but had become rather a
quasi-religious striving" (1994:100). The swastika is of course the most recognizable
symbol of National Socialism (used by the NSDAP since 1920) as "a mystical symbol of
faith for believers as well as a reminder of force for everyone else" and previously used by
the Volkisch groups, including the Thule society and the Free Corps (Deutschmann
1991:173). The swastika is found in many cultures, including Indian and Native American,
and in northern European nations it took on the meaning of the sun wheel moving through
the sky. Since the swastika symbol has not been found in Semitic cultures, the Nazis
immediately concluded that the swastika was an anti-Semitic symbol that united all Aryan
cultures against the Jews (1991:175).
Germanic continuity went hand-in-hand with the most potent myth of all Nazi
myths: "race." In his classic study first published in 1942, anthropologist Ashley Montagu
describes the concept of "race" as "the witchcraft of our time. The means by which we
exorcize demons. It is the contemporary myth. Man's most dangerous myth" (cited in
Cose 1998:643). Montagu found that racial groups were simply people who lived in the
same geographical region and looked similar to one another and that the equation of race
with culture is a justification for prejudice. Ellis Cose reports that it was a German
naturalist in the eighteenth century, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, who created the racial
categories we use today, which is based on "a hierarchy of worth, oddly based upon
perceived beauty, and fanning out in two directions from a Caucasian ideal" (1998:644).
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In their racism, the Nazis drew on deeply-embedded notions of cultural difference between
Christian Germans and Jews in German society, and their persecution of the Jews indeed
illustrates that "race" is a dangerous myth.
George Mosse points out that along with the creation of myths in National
Socialism came the creation of heroes and martyrs who willingly sacrificed themselves for
Germany (1966:95). In his 1990 study, To Die for Germany: Heroes in the Nazi
Pantheon, Jay Baird explores the process of hero-creation by Nazi propagandists,
especially by Joseph Goebbels. Baird also examines the myth of death and of dying for the
movement, which the Nazis saw as glorious and heroic. Linda Deutschmann writes that
"In almost every Nazi gathering, death—the death of heroes, martyrs, and civilization—is
implicitly or explicitly present... death was celebrated as the building block of the new
Germany" (1991:61). The Nazis celebrated martyrdom and death in the heroic image of
Horst Wessel, an energetic Storm Trooper in Berlin who had been murdered by a
Communist, in the poems of Gerhard Schumann, the songs of Hans Baumann, and the
films of Karl Ritter, and finally, in the martyrdom of men who sacrificed themselves for
Germany in WWI, the 9 November 1923 Putsch, and in WWII (Baird 1990).
The myth of the Fuhrer transcended all other myths. Because of the
Fiihrerprinzip, Hitler appeared to be above all mundane matters and direct responsibility.
The Germans projected what they needed onto him and he reflected back their resentment,
self-pity, and feelings of victimization and paranoia (Grunberger 1971:84). As stated
previously, the Fiihrer myth was the summation of all other folkish myths (Orlow
1967:924) and Rudolf HeB' slogan at the end of Triumph of the Will sums up the Hitler
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myth well: "Die Partei ist Hitler, aber Hitler ist Deutschland wie DeutschlandHitler ist"
(The Party is Hitler, but Hitler is Germany just as Germany is Hitler) (Riefenstahl 1935).
In propaganda like Triumph of the Will, Hitler appeared as the savior who had come to
the Germans in "the depths of their misery and in accepting their call, sacrificed his artistic
career and personal happiness in order to bring them out of defeat, chaos, and misery into
a new age in which the glorious nation would come into its own" (Deutschmann 1991:95).
The belief in Hitler's greatness was so strong among ordinary Germans that many of them
absolved him of the war and the Holocaust by blaming the "little Hitlers" underneath him
(1971:88).
Baldur von Schirach, the head of the Hitler Youth, once said, "Every leading
National Socialist had his own National Socialism" (Cecil 1972:65), and Hitler found in
Alfred Rosenberg and Heinrich Himmler two eager disciples ready to preach their versions
of Nazi ideology and to create a vernacular religion built around the Fuhrer. Both men
used the discipline of folklore to support their ideologies.
Alfred Rosenberg (1893-1946)
Alfred Rosenberg is not a name that springs readily to the minds of the general
reading public; he is often overshadowed by his more notorious rivals like Joseph
Goebbels and Hermann Goering. Political historians and journalists have often seen him as
a "ponderous, dim-witted...pseudo-philosopher" full of "half-baked ideas on Nordic
supremacy" (Shirer 1960:149) or a pathetic figure who "really believed in National
Socialism" (Fest 1970:163), shoved aside by his rivals and condemned to wander
helplessly in the political background, ignored and disliked, hoping Hitler would notice
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him. This description is true in the sense that he often lost the political games in the feudal
empire that was the Third Reich, due to a shy yet arrogant personality and lack of
leadership skills, but he persisted because of his unflagging loyalty to Hitler who
nonetheless took him for granted (Cecil 1972:126). But to the folkloristic historian, his
name appears like a rash through the pages of German Volkskunde. He may have been lost
in his racist dreams, but he wanted to turn those dreams into applied political mythology
through the use of public and academic folklore and his brand of mystical journalism.
Rosenberg was born in Reval, Estonia, on 12 January 1893. As a cultural minority
in a Russian-influenced Baltic state, he developed Romantic notions about Germany as a
homeland (Cecil 1972:8-9). As a boy, Rosenberg was confirmed in the Lutheran church
but he did not care for it, the beginning of his lifelong enmity against Christianity. He was
a voracious reader as well, enjoying Norse mythology and the Eddas. At the
impressionable age of sixteen, he came across Houston Stewart Chamberlain's 1899 book
Foundations of the XIX. Century. The book influenced Rosenberg so much that he called
his 1930 magnum opus Mythus des XX. Jahrhunderts (Myth of the Twentieth Century) in
response (Cecil 1972:12-13). In 1927, he called Chamberlain's book a Kampfbuch (book
of struggle) that provided the Party with inspiration and victory (Fischer 1995:11).
Rosenberg earned a degree in engineering and architecture at a technical university
in Riga. His fraternity brothers nicknamed him "the Philosopher" because of his serious
attitude (Cecil 1972:15). While pursuing further education in Moscow, he also read the
infamous Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a forgery of an 1864 polemic against Napoleon
DI passed around informally that claimed to be the minutes of a secret meeting of Zionist
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Jews who wanted to overthrow the Christian world (Cecil 1972:17). Rosenberg never
realized the tract was a malicious forgery and had it republished during the Third Reich.
Examining his intellectual development, we can see that although Rosenberg read widely,
he was not a critical reader and, like Hitler, read often to confirm his prejudices. He
wanted to convert all of his gleaned knowledge into a great work of theory and erudition
but his knowledge was superficial. He remained, in the words of his main biographer,
Robert Cecil, "deeply half-educated" (1972:15).
Rosenberg started Mythus in 1916 while studying in Moscow, but he was
interrupted by the Bolshevik Revolution. He saw an ideological connection between
Judaism and Bolshevism as the agents of the destruction of Western civilization because
many of the Bolshevik leaders were also Jews. His observation remained one of the main
tenets of his philosophy (Cecil 1972:19). He joined the masses fleeing Russia and went to
Munich in 1919, eager to "acquire a Fatherland" (1972:20). There as a poor and
struggling emigre, he received help from the Thule Society, whose members at the time
included Rudolf HeB (Spielvogel 1996:26). Through Thule he also met the Volkisch poet
and journalist Dietrich Eckart, who then employed him at his anti-Semitic newspaper Auf
Gut Deutsch. Eckart imparted to him beliefs in a Jewish conspiracy and the need for a
great leader to save Germany from the Jews. He liked to say to Rosenberg that "the Jews
can do nothing with myth and symbol" (Cecil 1972:25). Eckart in turn introduced
Rosenberg to Hitler. Rosenberg joined the DAP in 1919 as a researcher and writer of antiSemitic pamphlets with titles like the 1920 "Immorality in the Talmud" (Fest 1970:167).
In 1923 he became the editor in chief of the new party's newspaper, Volkischer
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Beobachter. Journalism was important to him because, like Eckart, he resented what he
saw as Jewish hegemony in art, writing, and entertainment (Cecil 1972:55).
Rosenberg was, in Party terminology, an Alter Kampfer ("old fighter"), one of the
men who was with the Party from the beginning. He organized the first rally in 1923,
marched in the November Putsch, and Hitler appointed him interim leader of the NSDAP
while he was in jail. However, Rosenberg lacked strong leadership skills and tended to
antagonize other Nazis as the arrogant would-be intellectual among anti-intellectuals; his
outsider status as a Bait with a Jewish-sounding name who had lived in Russia instead of
fighting in WWI also made him unpopular (Cecil 1972:5-6). Hitler surmised correctly that
Rosenberg would not threaten his power as head of the NSDAP (Bullock 1971:65).
Hitler and Rosenberg were also in competition for political myth-making during
these early days of the movement. Although Hitler was at first impressed and influenced
by Rosenberg's version of scholarship and erudition, he wrote Mein Kampf in part to
establish his independence from Rosenberg's influence and to establish that he was the
chief political philosopher, thus delivering a blow to Rosenberg's power and credibility as
the party philosopher (Cecil 1972:45). But despite this, Rosenberg remained loyal. He did
make it to the Reichstag as a deputy in the 1930 elections but then offended the English in
May 1933 on a diplomatic trip there (Snyder 1976:300). Hitler eventually excluded him
from his inner circle, tolerating and sometimes valuing Rosenberg but not making a friend
of him (Cecil 1972:51). As he lost direct political power, Rosenberg retreated into his
realm of mystical, fanatical journalism and public folklore in hopes to achieve a more
subtle, ideological influence.
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Mythus des XX. Jahrhunderts, published in 1930, became number two on the
bestseller list (after Mein Kampf, of course) and sold a million copies by 1944 (Snyder
1976:300). In 1937 Rosenberg won the Nazi version of the Nobel Prize, the Prize for Art
and Learning (Cecil 1972:102). He intended his book to be a classic like St. Augustine'
City of God (Rhodes 1980:24), but few people actually read the difficult, exhausting
seven-hundred-page-plus testament of political myth. The ponderous, difficult prose
combined with a nihilistic attitude that Germanist Mark Roche describes as a negation of
universal principles in favor of a cynical relativism (1992:376) caused many readers to turn
away in disgust, boredom, or derision. Rosenberg did not believe in Enlightenment
universal principles like liberty and equality but in German nationalism and racism. In
Mythus, Rosenberg hammers a few basic themes into the readers' heads over and over:
Aryan superiority, the evils of Judaism and the Roman Catholic church, obedience to the
Fuhrer, condemnation of "Oriental" sensuality, and contempt for democracy. Like de
Gobineau and Chamberlain, his prejudiced view of history depicted an eternal struggle
between the noble Aryans and inferior races bent on destroying them. The Aryans bear the
myth of the sun and are the bringers of light; the Jews represent darkness and chaos
(Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1990:309).
The core of Rosenberg's political myth is contained in this statement: "Today a
new faith is awakening—the myth of the blood" (Rosenberg 1982[1930]:61). He uses
"myth" in a vaguely functionalist sense, that is, as a "charter" for the Germans to live by, a
belief to live and die for (1982[1930]:430). Philosophers Phillippe Lacoue-Labarthe and
Jean-Luc Nancy interpret his view of myth as a "power to bring together the fundamental
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forces and directions of an individual or of a people, the power of a subterranean,
invisible, nonempirical identity" (1990:305). As such, myth is not an abstract idea but a
living force that is specific to a race. Myth does not record history but rather creates it by
first evoking belief (Cecil 1972:91). Extending Herder's idea of the folk soul, Rosenberg
posits that each race has its own soul and own myth. Soul is located in the "blood." He
also uses the phrase "Nordic-Germanic" which is a prime illustration of the myth of
Germanic-German continuity (the link between the ancient and modern Germans and the
ancient Nordic culture) described by Emmerich (1994).
Rosenberg defines "race" with statements like these: "The blood which died,
begins to live. In its mystical sign the cells of the German folk soul renew
themselves... soul means race seen from within. And conversely race is the external side of
souP (italics Rosenberg's 1982[1930]:1). Like the Volkisch ideologists, Rosenberg thinks
an "inferior" appearance indicates an "inferior" soul and that race is also a spiritual
concept (Grebing 1960:168). Rosenberg is upset that science had reduced "blood...to a
mere chemical formula"—the Germans need to turn away from "bloodless absolutes...and
begin to harken trustingly once again to the subtle welling up of the ancient sap of life and
values" (1982[1930]:3) The blood needs to be protected and he calls for "the
establishment of a Nordic-European coalition for the goal of cleansing Mother Europe of
the filth of Africa and the Levant" (1982[1930]:55). For him, miscegenation is death to the
race and its soul. These statements represent his "religion of the blood" in which race is
the seat of mythical power (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1990:306).
Mythus is filled with Rosenberg's contempt for Christianity, especially the Roman
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Catholic Church because it is universal and "raceless" (1982[1930]:294). He accuses Paul
of distorting the heroic, Aryan nature of Jesus by making him into a suffering Jewish
Messiah, so that the life of Christ became "distorted and confused immediately after his
death with all the rubbish of Jewish and African life" (1982[1930]:35). In his view,
Catholicism is a deadly combination of Judaism and Oriental religions centered in "folkhostile Rome" that is the enemy of the Germans (1982[1930]: 152). He delights in the
heretics who rebelled against the Church and reserves special praise and devotion to the
medieval mystic Meister Eckhart, whose works he misinterpreted. Because Luther did not
go far enough in his rejection of Catholicism, according to Rosenberg, Protestants commit
the "sin" of making the Old Testament into a "folk book" to be taken literally
(1982[1930]:129). However, Rosenberg does not advocate a strict revival of ancient
Nordic paganism. He acknowledges that Wotan is dead but that "the Valhalla of the gods
descended from the misty infinity into the breasts of men" (1982[1930J: 130).
Rosenberg writes that ultimately German honor, race pride, and heroism will
replace Christian love and compassion. This belief is what Cecil calls his "ersatz creed" in
which the blood of the German war dead replaces the blood of Christ (1972:94). The Volk
should gather around the German war memorial, "the holy symbol for the martyrdom of a
new faith" (1982[1930]:389), and not "horrid crucifixes" (1982[1930]:443). He also
describes "the coming German folk church" with its values of honor, pride, freedom and
racial purity (1982[1930]:378). Again, this folk church is not strictly pagan or a temple to
Wotan but a church of "positive Christianity" that focuses on the life, and not death, of a
militant Aryan Christ rooted in Norse myths (Snyder 1976:301). The war heroes would
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then become the new saints (Lixfeld 1994:74).
Anti-Semitism runs through all of Rosenberg's chapters. The Aryan is the true
creator, the Jew the destroyer. He sneers at the concept of "the Chosen" as "delusions of
grandeur" and evidence for Jewish desires for world domination (1982[1930]:287).
Connecting urbanization with Jewish corruption, he laments the "folk-murdering stream
flowing away from the land and the rural areas to the great cities" (1982[1930]:344).
Sexual intercourse with Jews must be punished (1982[1930]:364), and he hates the Old
Testament because it tries to make Jews out of Germans (1982[1930]:379). For him, the
Jews represent the formless, "anti-race" with no culture and religion of their own
(Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1990:307). His belief in the Jewish conspiracy theory is
evident as well.
Rosenberg's views on women are also harsh. He rages at the "crazed Maenads"
who committed miscegenation and who made men into cross-dressers in Dionysian rituals;
Jason and Hercules are heroes for attacking them (1982[1930]: 19). Women must live by
the slogans "racial protection, folk strength and state discipline" (1982[1930]:317)
because the purity of the race lies in their sexuality. Their only duty is to be pure in race
because unlike men, women cannot be creative (1982[1930]:310). The only women's
liberation Rosenberg favors is their freedom from "race-polluting" books, magazines,
cosmetics, and music bought in Jewish stores full of "the glittering decadence of a corrupt
time" (1982[1930]:320). These statements reflect the Volkisch and National Socialist fears
of the urban life, symbolized by the Jew and the flapper.
Finally, Rosenberg alerts his readers to the coming of a Volksfiihrer who will lead
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the way to the German faith (1982[1930]:390). This folk leader is the "new genius who
will reveal the new myth to us" (1982[1930]:377). In this "mythological-mystical manner"
of life, Marchen, art and religion will be interchangeable (1982[1930]:434-435). He closes
with Herder's idea that nations carry the center of happiness within themselves and
enthuses that "a new sparkling magnificent life-filled center of our existence has burst into
enraptured effectiveness" (1982[1930]:441) in a confusing chapter that he must have
written while in his own mythic state.
An examination of Mythus confirms the opinion of a theologian of his time who
called Rosenberg's outlook on life "stark dementia" (Cecil 1972:83). Political scientist
James Whisker writes, "...it reminded me of the movie Triumph of the WilF in his analysis
of Mythus (cited in Rosenberg 1982:xlvii). Mythus does not hold up as a scholarly work
for many reasons besides the obvious ones of racism and sexism because the arguments
are based on emotions that are safe from logical debate (Fest 1970:167), his citations are
infrequent and difficult to follow, and he makes sweeping generalizations that could easily
be refuted by research. The evidence Rosenberg uses for his history lesson is unreliable
and distorted (Freund 1995:54). He uses phrases like "Alpine-Dinaric," "Hither-Asiatic,"
and "Nordic-Latin" that do not make much sense and uses "Teutonic" "Germanic" and
"Nordic" interchangeably. Fest notes in his biographical sketch of Rosenberg that he
"mused upon folk truths in fashionable intellectual twilight" instead of honestly analyzing
Germany's problems (1970:174). The result is a book that bludgeons rather than informs
the reader.
Like Guido von List, Rosenberg used folklore to flesh out his political myth, as
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Hannjost Lixfeld's study Folklore and Fascism demonstrates (1994). Rosenberg's
activities in public folklore started with his 1929 organization, the Kampfbundfur
Deutsche Kultur (Combat League for German Culture), by which he attempted to direct
the new National Socialist folk aesthetic and campaigned against modern art (Fest
1970:170). He also started a Union for the German East, a league of regional groups that
promoted folkloric activity for Germans who lived on the political boundaries (Lixfeld
1994:77-78). This underscored the Nazi concept of Lebensraum, territorial expansion for
"living space."
In his quest to be the head of cultural policy Rosenberg competed against the
propaganda minister, Dr. Joseph Goebbels. In 1934, Goebbels won, due to his greater
political power, and created his Reich Chamber of Culture (Spielvogel 1996:155). As a
result, the Combat League for German Culture dissolved in 1934. Goebbels held a Ph.D.
in Romantic literature and used his considerable wit to make fun of Rosenberg, calling him
"Almost Rosenberg": "Rosenberg almost managed to become a scholar, a journalist, a
politician, but only almost" (Fest 1970:165). Goebbels was also a writer and dismissed
Mythus as "an ideological belch" (Cecil 1972:161).
However, in the same year, Hitler awarded Rosenberg the title "The Fuhrer' s
Commissioner for the Supervision of All Intellectual and Worldview Schooling and
Education of the NSDAP" and the tenacious mythologist started the Amt Rosenberg
(Rosenberg Bureau), a Service Branch in the Reich leadership. In 1936, he developed a
Department of Folk-Nation and Homeland of the Cultural Community which published a
journal called Volkstum und Heimat (Folk Customs and Homeland); his journal was to be
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the rival to Zeitschrift fur Volkskunde (Kamenetsky 1972:221-222). Lixfeld states,
"Volkskunde and folk-national work were obligated to [Rosenberg's office] which created
a totalitarian need for the National Socialist world and cultural view, as [he] had
developed it" in Mythus, Rosenberg's goal was "the development of a comprehensive folk
culture" (1994:78).
Finally, on 5 January 1937, Rosenberg created with Ziegler the
Reichsarbeitsgemeinschaftfur Deutsche Volkskunde (Reich Working Community for
German Folklore), which he hoped would become the main folklore institution for the
NSDAP (Lixfeld 1994:92). Party leaders who pledged recognition and support of the
organization were Hitler Youth leader Baldur von Schirach, Reich Work Leader
Konstantin Hierl, German Labor Front leader Dr. Robert Ley, Minister of Agriculture and
Reich Farm Leader Walter Darre, and SS-Reichsfuhrer Heinrich Himmler. Lixfeld points
out that Rosenberg was not satisfied with being merely the philosopher of the party but
"aspired to a dominant power position in the Third Reich"~the Working Community was
to be his method of achieving that desired power (1994:93). The three main tasks of the
Working Community were research, fighting against ideological enemies, and "to expand
folklore scholarship into a fortress of the NS world-view" (1994:95-96).
An example of Rosenberg's view of folklore is his introduction to a 1939 issue of
Deutsche Volkskunde. He writes that the three disciplines of racial theory, prehistory, and
folklore all contribute to the knowledge of German history. He is anxious to point out that
Germany has its own native "pure" folklore that does not come from other countries. In
studying folklore, researchers discover their "Forschungswilie'"--their will to research.
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Folklore is a serious business because the Nazis live in a great epoch of history. Rosenberg
hopes that the Party marches, rallies, and rituals will in turn become their own folklore. He
concludes by stating that the Nazi Party desires to be not only the receivers but also the
givers of folk traditions and even hopes to become ancestors to future generations
(1939:3).
Rosenberg employed many professional folklorists and under him they created a
Mythus school of folklore. Lixfeld notes that folklorists tried to find a "scientific lesson" in
the book (1994:66). The career of Matthes Ziegler has already been mentioned. Like other
employees in the Rosenberg Bureau, he carried out the ideas in Mythus in his work as a
folklorist--"Rosenberg'sMy//7WS presented the Party's political-ideological framework for
Ziegler's scholarly and applied Volkskunde" (Lixfeld 1994:87). After Ziegler's resignation,
he was replaced by folklorist Hans Strobel who was a specialist in folk custom, a Party
functionary and an avid Mythus scholar.
In his 1943 Deutsche Volkskunde article "Der Mythus unseres Jahrhunderts und
die deutsche Volkskunde" (The Myth of our Century and German Folklore), Rosenberg
employee Karl Haiding provides an example of a Mythus folklorist. He praises
Rosenberg's folklore research as better than academic research because he can see the
whole picture and stays with the organic-racial -Volkisch view. From Mythus, folklorists
learn that "die Wissenschaft ist eine Folge des Blutes" (science is the result of blood).
Folklore is ultimately the research of character (1943:169).
Another task of the Rosenberg Bureau was to create and sponsor folk festivals and
celebrations. Rosenberg "cultivated folk festivals... the villagers of German towns were
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urged to wear medieval costumes and to use ancient symbols. They reconstructed folk
customs, used folk art and made folk objects" because he wanted to bring the Germans
back to the rural areas (Whisker, cited in Rosenberg 1982: xlii). Ziegler and his other
folklorists did the same. Ziegler stipulated that it was Volkskunde'% task to create
functional festivals and the Rosenberg folklorists categorized three types of festivals:
Festivals of Kinship in a Life Span, Festivals of the Folk During the Calendar Year, and
Festivals of the Nation (Lixfeld 1994:84). Karl von Spiefi' 1933 research of an indigenous
celebration he called the Aryan Folk Festival informed the festival theory of Mythus
folklorists (1994:128).
Another Rosenberg employee, Thilo Scheller, worked for the Reich Labor Service
(RAD) and was also an organizer at the party rallies at Nuremberg (Lixfeld 1994:94).
Hans Strobel theorized about NS celebrations, with an emphasis on festival as ideological
combat and equated the rituals associated with the remembrance of the 9 November
Putsch with All Soul's Day; he eventually headed an office of Folklore and Celebration
Planning (1994:127,129,132). Another member of the Labor Service, Will Decker, wrote
that festivals, "present a celebration of faith to the National Socialist world-view"
(1994:97). And finally, in the plans for the Advanced School that would be the central
institute for folklore, Rosenberg wanted "a large festival hall equipped with all kinds of
technical media" (1994:137). I will examine the festival work of Rosenberg folklorists
again in Chapter Four.
Rosenberg continued this work even during the war. In 1941 he became the
Minister of the Eastern Occupied Territories based on his expertise on Slavic culture as a
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former resident of Estonia and Russia. Again he came into competition with his rival,
Heinrich Himmler, as the SS invaded the east. Rosenberg was willing to work with the
Ukrainians in hopes of "Germanizing" them, especially if they were blond and blue-eyed
(Cecil 1972:199). Having lived in Russia, he was cautious and realistic about the Russians'
capabilities, but again he was ineffectual and overwhelmed by his rivals as all Nazi
organizations became involved in the war. Fischer notes that Rosenberg was in the
position to mitigate the harsh treatment of the Slavic peoples "yet he spinelessly went
along with Himmler's bestial policies" (1995:315). Exhausted and discouraged, Rosenberg
tried to resign in 1944, but again Hitler ignored him. Rosenberg was arrested by the Allies
on May 12, 1945, still a believer in his myth and his Fuhrer.
Rosenberg has been described as "an effective millenarian prophet" who
prophesied the coming of a "savior" who would rescue the Germans from the "devil"~the
Jew (Rhodes 1980:25). Although few people may have had the patience to read Mythus
cover to cover, it was required reading in schools and Rosenberg repeated his ideas in all
of his publications. Even fewer people may have been aware of the official nature of his
folklore activities but they may have attended the festivals he promoted. Because he was
not a big political player, he could perhaps more easily conceal his intentions, although
Lixfeld notes he did have a certain status with lower Party functionaries (1994:131).
Despite his numerous and lengthy writings, Rosenberg always maintained that
National Socialism was not a dogma but an "attitude" (1994:163). Thus, he staunchly
denied that there was a connection between his work and the deeds of the regime at his
trial in Nuremberg in 1946. In Rosenberg's view, Nazi ideology was a work in process,

never completed—the "true" Third Reich had not yet been achieved (Cecil 1972:64).
Joachim Fest describes his attitude well: "Entrusted with tasks of ideological supervision,
he guarded the heaven of racial bliss [while] other, tougher characters set about erecting
those hells which Rosenberg later incredulously regarded as a falsification of the pure
doctrine" (1970:165). He was found guilty on all four counts at Nuremberg. While facing
his execution, he was the only prisoner to turn away the services of the chaplain because
he remained a believer in his own myth. Lixfeld states that Rosenberg bears "to a large
degree the intellectual guilt" for Nazi crimes (1994:148). Rosenberg's biographer, Robert
Cecil, concludes that "Rosenberg's's real offence was not that he acted like a weak man,
but that he had written and spoken like a strong man" (1972:229).
Heinrich Himmler (1900-1945)
In Heinrich Himmler we encounter an ambiguous personality, a man who was both
a dreamer and a force of deadly power. He was a man "motivated simultaneously by a
capacity for rational planning and by unreal fantasies" (Goodrick-Clarke 1992:178). He
could talk with warmth and enthusiasm about Bavarian folklife and kindness to animals
and then cooly dismiss the suffering of those he held in his system of prisons and
concentration camps. Hugh Trevor-Roper describes him as "a terrible, impersonal,
inhuman but naive, mystical, credulous tyrant" (cited in Kersten 1957:9). Heinz Hohne
sees him both as "a man from another planet" with "the touch of the robot" who could
also be friendly, modest, and a good listener (1970:30). Many historians and biographers
describe him as being like an old-fashioned teacher or schoolmaster, strict but caring. But
he was also the executioner of six million Jews and thousands of others in his
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concentration camps. His Gestapo and SD (Sicherheitsdienst) kept tabs on German
citizens and knocked on the doors of the ideologically incorrect in the early hours. His SS
was not only a police force and body guard but also a mystical, almost religious order with
its own rules and rituals, a law unto themselves. Like Georg Lanz von Liebenfels and his
Order of New Templars, Himmler wanted to combine mythology with the pseudo-science
of racist eugenics, and to lead a group of racially elite soldier monks who were also to
breed "pure" families. Because his desire for control combined with a penchant for secrecy
and the occult, Himmler is also seen as the "black magic high priest of evil behind the
curtains of the Third Reich" (Freund 1995:88). His power was much deadlier than
Rosenberg's. In Himmler, we encounter a man who had the ability to force his political
myths on people with the aid of a sophisticated technology, often at the price of their lives.
Heinrich Himmler was born in Munich on October 7, 1900, to a solid, middle-class
Catholic Bavarian family, a background that was "normal" on the outside, but rather
inflexible and rigid on the inside (Fischer 1995:329). His authoritarian father was a
schoolteacher and taught his son that the ancient Germans had been good, heroic people
(Hohne 1970:31). He also monitored the young boy's diary to make sure it was "correct";
the diaries show the young Heinrich to be an obedient and dutiful son but are strikingly
devoid of emotions and adolescent dreams (Loewenberg 1971:614-615). Himmler went
to a Gymnasium and majored in agriculture at the Technical College in Munich. He had
wanted to participate in WWI but at seventeen was too young to see front line action. In
college, he was a happy fraternity brother and social man-about-town, but often his
socializing turned into meddling. He had to know what his friends were doing and he often
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passed judgement on them. He even tried to break his brother's engagement because his
fiancee was not "right" for the family (Fischer 1995:330).
After college, Himmler did not know what he wanted to do with his life. He was
obsessed with agriculture, soldiering, and politics and wanted to find a way to combine
these interests (Hohne 1970:34). Like many other confused, unemployed young men of his
era, he was intrigued by the many right wing paramilitary and Volkisch organizations that
sprang up after the war and eventually joined NSDAP, becoming the business manager of
the party's Bavarian faction (Snyder 1976:146). Like Rosenberg, he participated in
Hitler's 9 November 1923 Putsch to overthrow the government and carried an Imperial
flag. Peter Loewenberg thinks he was a typical example of many young men who joined
right wing organizations during the post-WWI years as a way to resolve an identity crisis
and to find order in life (1971:622).
After the Putsch, Himmler became a local Party leader in Bavaria and traveled
about on a motorcycle spreading propaganda, "determined to believe in something"
(Hohne 1970:41-42). He idolized Hitler, but was torn between politics and farming and
joined the Artamanen, the anti-Semitic Volkisch agricultural group (1970:46-47). There he
met Walter Darre, who taught Himmler his concept of Blut und Boden: that the farmers'
problems were not economic but due to impure "blood" and that the peasantry had to be
made vigorous again and expand through selective breeding if Germany were to revive.
This central tenet of NS mythology presented the peasants as carriers of the GermanicGerman myth tied to the German landscape. The Artamanen wanted to colonize the Slavic
countries so that there could be "a biological-spiritual revitalization of German blood and
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soil" (Fischer 1995:331). Inspired by Darre, Himmler started a chicken farm in 1928 with
his wife who introduced him to folk medicine and herbs. But a great change took place in
1929—Hitler appointed him to the position that would make Himmler an infamous name in
history. Feeling the need for a special bodyguard to protect himself from his increasingly
rowdy Storm Troopers (SA), Hitler gathered around him a special group he called the
Black Guard, who wore black shirts to separate them from the brown-shirted SA.
Renamed the Schutzstaffel (Protective Guard, Elite Guard), Himmler became their leader
with the title Reichsfuhrer-SS. He left his wife on the farm and embarked on his notorious
career.
Himmler turned the small bodyguard into a powerful force, which historian Eugen
Kogon describes as a "state within the state" (cited in Fischer 1995:328). Unlike
Rosenberg, he knew how to play politics and organize. The SS came into its infamous
power after the execution of a troublesome faction of the rival SA in 1934. After that,
Himmler brought under the control of his Black Order the police system, intelligence and
secret police agencies (SD and Gestapo), and the concentration camp system. He also
founded his own economic and cultural organizations and created a military branch, the
Waffen SS. His newspaper, Das Schwarze Korps (the Black Corps), featured his political
mythology in its articles. In 1939, Hitler granted Himmler the title Reichskommissar fur
die Festigung deutschen Volkstums (Reich Commissar for the Consolidation of German
Nationhood) with the specific task of exterminating the Slavic peoples (Snyder 1976:147).
In 1941, he administered the occupied territories in the Soviet Union and became Minister
of the Interior in 1943.
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As can be surmised from this brief overview, Himmler was an organizer and an
active man who built an enormous police empire with skill and fanatical dedication. His
goal was not punishment for its own sake but to create what he thought was to be the
"pure" racial state, an Aryan Utopia. Klaus Fischer states that "his terror machine... was
the product of his and Hitler's racial beliefs...Himmler was one of those dangerous human
beings who...was a true believer in his religion" (1995:328). He made the distinction
between "knowledge" which was Jewish and "consciousness" (Bevmfitsein) which was
Germanic—the consciousness of being the elite (Grebing 1960:168).
Unlike Rosenberg, Himmler was not a writer/philosopher but sought to apply his
ideas immediately. However, he did share his ideology in the columns of Das Schwarze
Corps and with his massage therapist, Dr. Felix Kersten. During their sessions he talked at
length about his dreams for the SS. In his psychoanalytic analysis of Himmler,
Loewenberg notes that he had a constant need to talk, to "exhibit himself orally" as a
release mechanism because he tried hard to repress his feelings, instincts and needs to be
the wise, all-knowing, logical, and masculine policeman (1971:627).
Not surprisingly, Himmler suffered much psychosomatic pain, especially in his
stomach as a result of this harshness towards himself. He found relief in the skilled hands
of Dr. Felix Kersten, a clever man who realized what kind of power he had over the
Reichsfuhrer. Having fought in the Finnish War of Independence of 1918, he was no
stranger to aggressive romantic nationalism. When the Nazis invaded Holland in 1940
where Kersten was living at the time in service to the royal family, Himmler ordered him
to be his doctor. Kersten realized he did not have much choice and started a diary to
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record what was happening to him. He listened to Himmler's ravings, challenged, and
argued with him. When he got Himmler into a relaxed state, he drove hard negotiations
for the release of Jews in concentration camps and other Nazi prisoners. Himmler
complied, saying, "Kersten massages the life out of me" (Kersten 1957:12).
Himmler's speeches to Kersten reflected his "Germanic ideals," the Volkisch
fantasies he wanted to make reality through the organizations of the SS. His plans
centered around the idealization of the peasant, anti-Semitism, anti-Christianity, Nordic
mythology, and his role as a man of destiny. His four iron laws were war, race, Reich, and
Fuhrer (Kamenetsky 1972:229). He described Jews as being parasitical, robbing the
Germans of their culture and heroes, blamed them for the deaths of the Germans in WWI,
and demanded their deaths so that Germans could live again, calling this the German
"curse of greatness" (Kersten 1957:120). Kersten characterized him as both a rationalist
and a romantic, whose conversation fluctuated between these two sides of his personality
(1957:54).
One of Himmler's fondest dreams was the creation of Wehrbauern, military
peasants who would live in the east in small, feudal villages gathered around a manor/farm
and a non-Christian German folk church. These military peasants would always be on the
ready to fight for Germany against the Slavs and to enjoy entertainment at their local
NSDAP headquarters in their spare time. Himmler's idea of the military peasant is an
example of the Nazi presentation of the peasant as both peaceful farmer and aggressive
warrior (Kamenetsky 1972:229) as well as middle-class person's fantasy of the ideal
agricultural community (Abrahams 1993:24). And the idea also stems from the belief
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Himmler shared with Walter Darre in peasants as Adelshofen (nobles of the soil) who
carried German folk traditions and the "purity" of the Aryan race (Gamm 1962:65).
Behind this dream was Himmler's belief that he was the reincarnation of the tenthcentury Saxon King Heinrich I, who had defended the Holy Roman Empire against the
Slavs and Magyars. In fact, in 1936, Himmler held a festival on the thousandth anniversary
of the medieval king's death (Padfield 1990:249). As such, he felt it was his duty to
colonize the east and make it German farmland for his SS men to live on and raise large,
Aryan families. Even some Americans, as "German internationals," would be allowed to
live in these agricultural-racial Utopias, because Himmler felt the Germans needed all the
help they could get in fighting the Jews and the Communists (Kersten 1957:138). The
local Slavs would be exterminated, enslaved, or "Germanized" if they were able to "feel
and think in a Greater Germanic manner" (1957:146). When Kersten asked, "Will men
enjoy always having to go playing at soldiers?" Himmler answered, "We'll soon fix that by
psychological methods" (1957:135). One can only guess darkly what he meant by that.
Himmler rejected the Church for both political and religious reasons but wanted his
SS men to be "Gott-glaubig" (God-believing). A passage in the Baghavad Gita about the
arrival of a great man proved to him that Hitler was "ordained by the karma of the
Germanic world" to wage war against the Jews and to save the Germanic peoples
(Kersten 1957:152). Like Rosenberg, he thought that the Catholic Church was ultimately
a Jewish institution out to destroy the Germans. He thought monogamy was the church's
"satanic achievement"~the military peasants were to be polygamists or bigamists at least
(1957:176-177). Kersten was horrified by all of these ideas and saw Himmler as both a

93

scholar and a prophet, a man who was "a blend of cold political rationalism, Germanic
romanticism, and racial fanaticism" (1957:82). During the last year of the war, Kersten
along with SD officer Walter Schellenberg repeatedly urged Himmler to make a separate
peace with the Allies, but Himmler could not disobey Hitler.
Himmler's newspaper, Das Schwarze Corps, was a news magazine similar in style
to Time and thus popularized his political mythology. Its articles and cartoons were antiSemitic, anti-Communist, anti-democratic, and anti-Christian. The editors gladly outlined
the "God-believing" religion of the SS. Unlike the Jewish Yahweh or Pauline Christ, the
Aryan God was the force behind Nature and the conflict inherent in nature; it was a
particular force that watched over and cared only about the Germans; action through
combat and sports was seen as the best expression of piety for this God (Combs
1986:235-236). As an example of its support of the agrarian ideal, the paper even
sponsored a contest in the naming of streets in an SS agricultural village (1986:375). Not
surprisingly, the editors did not include many reports about the concentration camps,
instead focusing on Himmler's activities, ideology, and human interest stories.
Himmler applied his political mythology by attempting to ritualize the lives of the
SS men. Much of it was to wean the men away from their churches, to get them to accept
Himmler's neo-pagan occult religion that had its own holy places, catechism, and
celebrations. He repeatedly told his men that their individual lies were not important; what
really mattered was that they were a part of a greater group, links in an eternal chain of
Germans (Padfield 1990:174). Those who joined the SS went through year-long, heavily
ritualized initiations based on the festivals on the NS festival calendar. The SS even had its
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own folksong, "Wenn alle iintreu werden, so bleiben wir doch treu" (If everyone else
were unfaithful, we will remain faithful) (Gamm 1962:82).
Ironically, Himmler was not an example of the Aryan superman ideal; he was darkhaired, awkward, and nearsighted. But he had "an old-fashioned patriarchal charm," and
acted as a father and teacher to men who had been brought up always to obey (Padfield
1990:137). He enjoyed lecturing the SS like a schoolteacher instructing his pupils. For
example, in a 1935 speech, Himmler outlined the four principles of SS ideology: the value
of blood, the desire to fight, loyalty and honor, and obedience (Noakes and Pridham
1984:495-496). In his dreams, the SS was the revival of the medieval Teutonic Knights
who would "restore a mystical golden age of rural splendor... as future aristocrats of the
soil" and defend Germany and Europe from the Communists and the Jews (Koehl
1983:51).
Himmler created many organizations that reflected his beliefs. The Allach porcelain
factory manufactured German folk art objects to replace Christian symbols, like Yuletide
candle-holders (Padfield 1990:170). The Lebensborn was a group of maternity homes for
single mothers. Young women from the youth groups were chosen and encouraged to go
to a Lebensborn home to become pregnant by SS officers. Officials from the Lebensborn
also kidnapped children in the occupied territories to "Germanize" them (Snyder
1976:206). Himmler's mentor from the 1920s, Walter Darre, had also joined the SS and in
addition to his position as agricultural minister headed the SS Office for Race and
Resettlement (RuSHA). Darre's office examined the "racial purity" of SS candidates and
their wives and organized the resettlement of the occupied Slavic countries with Germans
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(1976:281). And in 1934, Himmler bought and began to renovate a castle in Westphalia
named Wewelsburg. According to a folk legend, it stood on the spot where an apocalyptic
battle would take place between east and west (Goodrick-Clarke 1992:186). The castle
became an SS museum and college for mythological education. Wewelsburg was his
Camelot where he enacted Arthurian fantasies by creating a round table for his top twelve
SS officers and burial chambers for them as well (Hohne 1970:151-152).
Robert Koehl describes Himmler as having "cultural pretensions," and these found
an outlet in the organizations he directed under his Persdnlicher Stab (Personal Staff)
(1983:113). The most notable were Die Gesellschaft zur Foderung undPflege Deutsche
Kulturdenkmaler (Society for Historic Preservation) and das Ahnenerbe (Ancestral
Inheritance). Like many Nazi institutions, Ahnenerbe became a sprawling organization
that tried to cover much ideological ground. As a cultural institution that focused on
folklore, prehistory, and archaeology, Ancestral Inheritance also became a tool for
political mythology. Professional folklorists and archaeologists were employed to support
the mythology, just as Rosenberg's folklorists used his Mythus as the basis for their
research. For example, Himmler's scholars had to defend unscientific ideas like the
Welteislehre (world ice doctrine) theory (that the world was created out of the struggle
between the sun and space-ice) because it reflected the us/them, light/dark, Aryan/Jew
dichotomy that was the heart of NS ideology (Padfield 1990:171). However, while
Rosenberg's office tended to be more theoretical and festival-oriented, the Ancestral
Inheritance office was decidedly goal-oriented, although Ancestral Inheritance did plan its
own festivals (Lixfeld 1994:122). Lixfeld finds that in the year 1937-1938, Ancestral
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Inheritance devoted one-third of its 250,000 RM budget to folklore (1994:120).
In her excellent essay "The Office of Ancestral Inheritance and Folklore
Scholarship," Anka Oesterle traces the relationship between Ancestral Inheritance and
folklore studies (1994). The Ahnenerbe evolved from Himmler's collaboration with
controversial academic Hermann Wirth, whose ethnocentric works about Nordic
mythology, its relation to German folklore, and its mystical revival gave him a cult
following in the late 1920s and early 1930s. In 1935, Himmler, Wirth, and Darre curated
an "Open Air Show and Collection for Folk Custom and Ancient Belief," out of which
came a study group named Deutsches Ahnenerbe (1994:202-204). Himmler took it over
for the SS in 1936. Oesterle writes, "The goal was to make the Ancestral Inheritance the
cultural reference point of the SS...for [Himmler's] own cultural-political intentions"
(1994:206).
Folklorists in the Ahnenerbe wore SS uniforms and worked in departments like the
Post for German Folklore, Inscription and Symbol Studies, Folk Narrative, the
Department of Nordic Music, and House Signs and Kinship Symbols (Lixfeld 1994:120).
They came to Ancestral Inheritance because it provided good jobs in an elite organization.
Funding for the organization came from Himmler's rich industrial supporters whom he
cultivated (Padfield 1990:171). In the field, folklorists carried identification cards that
stated they were part of Himmler's personal staff. Again, Oesterle describes it succinctly
for us: "Picture SS officer Hans Schneider in uniform researching folk customs in a village
in the Salzkammergut" (1994:216). Oesterle's picture raises a disturbing question of how
closely folklorists may have worked with the police and espionage organizations of the SS,

97

namely the SD, which as noted in Chapter One had its own folklore office. She finds that
Himmler did use the SD to get the Ahnenerbe and its scholarship into the universities
(1994:221).
The Ph.D. holders at Ancestral Inheritance were often frustrated with Himmler
because of his penchant for employing and then promoting over their heads mystics and
lay occultists who appealed to his folk beliefs. Because political mythology came first,
scholarship suffered and became "window-dressing" (Arnold 1990:469). One such mystic
employed at Ancestral Inheritance was Karl Maria Willigut (1866-1946), "the Rasputin of
Himmler" (Goodriek-Clarke 1992:177). He claimed to have ancestral memory and looked
into the past for Germanic "revelations" rather like his Volkisch predecessors Schuler and
Tarnhari. He helped Himmler with the design of the Wewelsburg castle and created the
design for the signet ring worn by SS officers that featured a death's-head and runes.
Because its aim was to provide the "biological world-view ideology of the folk
body" (Oesterle 1994:214), the Ahnenerbe became involved with the war and Holocaust.
SS Major and folklorist Heinrich Harmjanz was in charge of the plundering of "German
cultural goods" like paintings and folk art in Estonia. Others did the same in the Slavic
countries. When Germany invaded Norway in 1944, students at the University of Oslo
rebelled. They were sent to "re-education" camps where folklorists gave lectures about
Nordic-Germanic mythology. If they were not sufficiently "re-educated" the students (and
perhaps the folklorists) would end up in a concentration camp like Buchenwald (Oesterle
1994:226,237). Most disturbing of all, thQ Ahnenerbe funded the medical experiments at
Dachau that investigated the capacity for people to withstand high altitudes which resulted
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in the painful deaths of Jewish prisoners (Padfield 1990:374).
The "pragmatic" SS leaders like Reinhard Heydrich, Walter Schellenberg, and
Ernst Kaltenbrunner laughed or worried about Himmler's ideas (Freund 1995:98). Heinz
Hohne calls many of Himmler's employees "hard-boiled SS technocrats... astute realists
with no ideology other than that of power" (1970:50). Although I agree that they were
indeed not as mythical in their thinking as Himmler, I disagree that power was the only
motivation for men to join the SS. To admit that one is swept away by mystical feelings
for a group that committed genocide can be embarrassing and shameful; to say one did it
because of peer pressure and obedience is a safer way to deal with the conflicting
emotions. Schellenberg states in his brief autobiographical sketch that he joined the SS
because that was where "the better type of people" were (1956:21) but does not elaborate.
Recent biographies of Heydrich and Kaltenbrunner reveal men who were
ideologically motivated and believers in NS mythology in their own ways. Heydrich was
indeed brutal and logical, but Edward Calic speculates that Heydrich had read Mythus and
was inspired to write his own piece (1985:61). In this tract entitled, Wandlungen Unseres
Kampfes (Transformations of Our Struggle), Heydrich describes the SS as an "ideological
assault force" (1935:20). His successor as head of SD and Gestapo, Kaltenbrunner, was
born and came of age in the same mystical, Volkisch atmosphere in Austria that created
the ideology of List and Lanz a generation earlier. Kaltenbrunner took Nazi symbolism
seriously and hung swastika and runic flags outside his house in ritual ceremonies he
shared with his son (Black 1984:125-126). In his prison cell during the Nuremberg trials,
Kaltenbrunner wrote nostalgically about Austrian peasant traditions, sounding very much
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like a Volkisch philosopher. Himmler had a disagreement with Walter Darre that strained
their friendship in 1936. Darre's agricultural policies were not producing the desired
effects and his traditional views about the peasantry clashed with Himmler's militaryoccult visions of Wehrbauern (Deutschmann 1991:232-233). Darre, who had been so
influential in the 1920s and early 1930s, eventually faded from power by the middle of the
war.
An SS officer who disagreed with Himmler often was Otto Ohlendorf, an
economist in the SD. His office reported on the Germans' attitudes towards the regime
and often revealed a less-than-respectful picture. These reports agonized Himmler because
they shattered his Germanic dreams. He called Ohlendorf a "neurotic sharp-tongued
intellectual know-it-all" whose gloomy and ultra-serious manner disturbed him (Hohne
1970:234). Himmler's secretary told Dr. Kersten that Ohlendorf should bring Himmler a
rune stone and chat about German folklore and mythology if he wanted to get on
Himmler's good side (1957:209). But even Ohlendorf ultimately followed the line. During
the war he became head of one of the Einsatzgruppen, mobile units that carried out mass
killings in the Slavic countries before the establishment of the extermination camps there.
Ohlendorf was responsible for the deaths of 90,000 Jews, a crime for which he was
executed at Nuremberg in 1951 (Snyder 1976:260).
The strange mix of mythology, folklore, concentration camps, medical
experiments, and the genocide of the Jews reflected Himmler's dual nature as romantic
and policeman. He saw the Jews as a biological race, a "virus" that had to be "wiped out"
because it threatened the German folk-body. Because Jews were "non-persons" and alien
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to the Volk, it was acceptable to subject them to deadly experiments in the name of
Himmler's prejudiced ideas of science and research. In a speech to SS officers Himmler
made in 1943, he sums up his political mythology with these chilling words:
I also want to talk to you quite frankly about a very grave matter...I am referring to the
clearing out of the Jews, the extermination of the Jewish race...Most of you must know
what it means when a hundred corpses are lying side by side, or five hundred, or a
thousand...We had the moral right, we had the duty to our people, to destroy this people
which wanted to destroy us...We have exterminated a bacterium because we do no want
in the end to be infected by the bacterium and die of it (Rhodes 1980:56).

How can we evaluate a man like Himmler and the SS without emotional value
judgements? In thinking about Himmler, I echo James Rhodes' question: "How does one
make intelligent guesses about hearts?" (1980:70). It is easy to say he was "crazy" but
Peter Padfield in his recent biography of the Reichsfuhrer reminds us that what
distinguished him from other mystics (like Rosenberg), "was the flair he brought to the
practical and political tasks of realizing his vision" (1990:179). One the values of
Padfield's work is that he takes an unflinching look at Himmler's interest in the grotesque
medical experiments and shows him to be methodical and aggressive rather than insane.
And in his evaluation of the SS, Koehl writes that "Many but no means all of them donned
these [black] coats as other men in other lands and other times might put on ritual masks
and join in strange dances, to propitiate a threatening nature" (1983:xiii).
Himmler built and commanded one of the most efficient killing machines in recent
history based on a combination of technology and romantic, mythical ideals. His career
embodies the essence of the unsettling National Socialist paradox. The destruction he
caused was enormous, but unfortunately we will not know exactly what he was thinking
or what went wrong with his heart. His secrets died with him when he committed suicide
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with a cyanide pill shortly after the British had captured him in May 1945. Himmler's
career shows us that the combination of folklore, mythology and politics in the service of
ideology can result in a heady brew that can destroy reason and tolerance and ferment into
a perverted idealism. It also shows that political mythology can be just as powerful a
motivator as religious mythology.
Hitler's Reactions to Rosenberg and Himmler
Himmler and Rosenberg shared many interests: folklore, mythology, medieval lore,
and a romantic view of the peasants, as well as a certain deviousness and secrecy of
manner, but despite their similarities they were rivals, even enemies. Rosenberg saw
Himmler as excessive and his paganism as absurd; in fact, he thought Himmler was the
"evil symbol" of the abuse of his noble ideas (Cecil 1972: 119, 216). Paradoxically, the SS
was the most receptive to Rosenberg's myth but he thought the organization was simply
not good enough to be the next Teutonic Knights (1972:156). For his part, Himmler was
often annoyed by Rosenberg, and said, "Working with or under Rosenberg is certainly the
hardest thing to do in the NSDAP" (Oesterle 1994:197). There were occasions when they
were in direct competition, such as in the creation of a central folklore institute and
locating archeological sites. In a letter to Rosenberg, Himmler protested to his rival's
amusement, "I certainly do not, when I see someone else digging, cause the SS to start
digging there" (Padfield 1990:202). They even fought over which one of them would
employ the folklorist Heinrich Harmjanz, with Himmler winning (Lixfeld 1994:115). There
was a wide variety of reactions among other Nazi leaders to the myth-making of the two,
ranging from ambiguous acceptance to outright ridicule. Because many of the Nazi leaders
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and SS officers were middle-class, educated and brought up within the church, they
laughed behind the backs of Rosenberg and Himmler as "crackpot otherworld apostles"
with their "homemade Germanic myths" (Arnold 1990:469).
As noted previously, Hitler appreciated and used basic Volkisch beliefs and
enjoyed the mythology of Wagner's operas but he thought Rosenberg and Himmler were
absurd when they took off in their flights of Germanic fantasy. He dismissed Mythus as
"stuff nobody can understand" (Speer 1970:95) while assuring to Rosenberg's face that it
was a good and useful book (Fest 1970:168). At most, Hitler may have supported
Rosenberg's interpretation of European history because it justified the Nazi goal for
domination (Grebing 1960:168).
As for Himmler's mythology, Hitler was horrified at the idea of becoming "an SS
saint" and thought his fantasies were impractical (Speer 1970:94). He was embarrassed by
Himmler's archaeological digs and moaned, "why do we call the whole world's attention
to the fact that we have no past?... now Himmler is starting to dig up these villages of mud
huts enthusing over every potsherd and stone axe he finds..." (Arnold 1990:469). This was
a blow to the image of Germany as a technologically advanced culture. Hitler was also
reluctant to destroy the churches and urged Party leaders to stay in their denominations
(Speer 1970:94). Although, as Hannjost Lixfeld contends, the churches would have
eventually been closed down if the Nazis had won the war (1994:130), Hitler was willing
to negotiate with the churches during the years he consolidated power.
It must be remembered Hitler knew what was and was not publically acceptable
and used only those ideas that were politically expedient. Occultism for its own sake did
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not interest him. For example, back in 1920, Hitler did not like the conspiratorial, occult
nature of the Thule because he wanted to create a mass political party (Phelps 1963:260).
Kamenetsky doubts that Hitler was completely convinced that folklore was the way to
build the new Reich; he was always ready to sacrifice the old ways for technological
progress and admired urban instead of vernacular architecture (1972:234). In Mein Kampf
he criticizes impractical Volkisch groups because of "the unworldliness of these folkish
Saint Johns of the twentieth century [and] their ignorance of the popular soul"
(1971[1925]:363). And Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke flatly states "There is no evidence for
Hitler ever having a particular interest in either archaeology or folklore" and that he
concentrated on politics and national revival whereas Himmler dwelt on folklore for his
plans (1992:199,202). George Mosse notes that Hitler "preferred to see occult symbolism
confined to cultish party rites" and not in everyday life (1964:86). And it is these Party
rituals and festivals and their connection to folklore studies I will investigate in the next
chapter.
Alfred Rosenberg and Heinrich Himmler used folklore, mythology and science not
to explore and make connections but to explain their version of the world and to confirm
and justify their fears, while exploiting the fears of others with a "symbolico-mythical
bludgeoning" (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1990:306). As political mycologists, they
were the high priests of an evolving National Socialist vernacular religion centered around
Hitler and preached the doctrine of Aryan superiority. They wanted to create a
paradoxical society of xenophobic, technologically advanced warrior peasants, a strange
world of folklore and war.

104

Unlike the major world religions, the intent of the National Socialist political
religion was not love, ethics, and a higher consciousness but segregation and destruction.
Indeed, the Nazis expertly exploited people's willingness to believe in myth and their
willingness to give up thinking critically. Christa Kamenetsky writes that "The mythos of
Nazism was not a myth of the people but only an ideology that simulated an organic
connection with the genuine folk tradition" (1984:97). As the Allies closed in on Berlin in
the spring of 1945, the Third Reich ended, like it had begun, in a "mythological blaze"
(Baird 1990:xvii).

CHAPTER IV
The Theater of Myth: Celebration in Nazi Germany
In his introduction to Celebration: Studies in Festivity and Ritual, Victor Turner
writes, "People in all cultures recognize the need to set aside certain time and spaces for
celebratory use, in which the possibility of personal and communal creativity may arise"
(1982:11-12). Even the Nazis took out the time to celebrate and to encourage the
Germans to participate because festivals and rituals were powerful tools for reinforcing the
National Socialist political mythology. Through official celebrations that occurred almost
monthly, the Nazis created a theater of myth which exuded an atmosphere of power and
persuasion and fostered a feeling of what Turner calls communitas. an experience of
bonding that transcends social roles and unites people in the course of a celebration, "a
direct, total confrontation of human identities which is rather more than the casual
camaraderie of ordinary social life" (1982:205). George Mosse writes that the "theatrical
versions of the Nazi ideology's doxology were staged...with confession of faith and
pledges of allegiance" (1964:81). Linda Deutschmann notes that the public festival as a
political tool had already existed in Germany in the nineteenth century, an influence from
the Jacobin phase of the French Revolution: "The public festival evolved into a kind of
church service of the new secularized religion, which easily translated into dictatorial
politics" (1991:180).
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National Socialist celebrations expressed the ideal of Volksgemeinschaft, the
German folk community, a racially "pure" group of people living in harmony, in which
shared German "blood" transcended class and occupation. Communitas took
Volksgemeinschaft one step further and created the feeling of a unified ecstatic body
willing to live—and die—for the one anointed by the Volk, der Fiihrer. Thus, NS
celebrations became "orgiastic group intoxications stripping individuals of their will and
reason" (Fischer 1995:342). Nazi festivals were not the celebration of diversity and the
variety of folklife but the losing of the individual into the masses (Gebhardt 1987:148).
The Reichsparteitage (also written in the singular, Reichsparteitag) (Reich Party Days) at
Nuremberg were especially important because they were "the most concrete expression of
the idea of a German racial community" (McRandle 1965:12).
The ultimate purpose of Nazi celebration was to turn the Germans away from
outside influence and to bind them to the old and new folk customs (Gamm 1962:105).
Numerous public celebrations and spectacles were yet another way to ensure the Germans
would not have much private time. Nazism was hostile to individualism and sought to
overcome it through the concept of Volksgemeinschaft (Gebhardt 1987:148). Richard
Grunberger calls this constant excitement and lack of privacy "a permanent 'stand-by'
syndrome" (1971:75). Although this energetic activity could be exhausting, "participation
and success in the festival endeavor could give [the Germans] the strength of a new selfconfidence in relation to the world" (Byrne 1987:109). Deutschmann speculates that
Hitler's ideas for a mass celebration as propaganda came from his observations of the
meetings of the anti-Semitic mayor of Vienna, Karl Lueger, mass meetings of Austrian
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socialists, and after his move to Germany in 1913, the "quasi-religious atmosphere" of
meetings of the German Worker's Association under Ferdinand Lasalle (1991:178).
Hitler used mass celebrations as tools of propaganda, playing on people's need for
community. In a passage from Mein Kampf, worth quoting in full, he writes about the
ordinary person who feels small, but when
...he steps for the first time into a mass meeting and has thousands and thousands of
people of the same opinions around him, when as a seeker, he is swept away by three of
four thousand others into the mighty effect of suggestive intoxication and enthusiasm,
when the visible success and agreement of thousands confirm to him the lightness of the
new doctrine and for the first time arouse doubt in the truth of his previous convictionthen he himself has succumbed to the magic influence of what we designate as "mass
suggestion." The will, the longing, and also the power of thousands are accumulated in
every individual. The man who enters such a meeting doubting and wavering leaves it
inwardly reinforced: he has become a link in the community (1971[1925]:478-479).

Hitler's choice of words in this passage reveal the irrationalism behind his
approach and the "secular-religious" character of Nazi ideology (Reimers 1979:219) in
general. The person is a "seeker" who succumbs to a "magic influence," words which
reflect Hitler's belief that the masses could be easily seduced and manipulated by his
drama. Through the "hypnotic quality" of the parades, torchlight processions, bonfires,
mass meetings, drills, and the use of nature and the German landscape, the Nazis sought to
win over the hearts of the Germans, and to overwhelm their critical thinking (Spielvogel
1996:146). Political festivals like the rallies "maintain and regenerate social systems"
(MacAloon 1982:28) with their energy.
Hitler's keen sense of the powerful emotions inherent in ritual and festival suffused
even the simplest of ceremonies and impressed the toughest of audiences. For example, in
1939 Hitler awarded Sicherheitsdienst (Secret Service) agents Alfred Naujocks and
Walter Schellenberg with the Iron Cross for their successful kidnapping of two British
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secret service agents in Holland, the so-called Venlo Incident. The cool-headed and
unsentimental Naujocks was impressed by the medal ceremony and Hitler's speech. As he
stood in Hitler's ornately furnished office in the Reich Chancellery, Naujocks thought, "In
such a room as this one could believe in [the Thousand Year Reich]" (Peis 1960:148).
Because I am describing complex activities, I need to make the terminology for
celebrations clear. In English, the words festival, celebration, ceremony, and ritual, are
often used interchangeably in both academic and popular usage. The same goes for the
German words Feier which can mean rest, holiday, celebration, and festival; Fest which
means festival, festivity, or fete; Festakt which means ceremony; Appell (a Nazi favorite)
which can mean roll-call, parade, and appeal to one's conscience; and Feierlichkeit which
can mean ceremony and solemnity. There are also words especially meaningful to
Germans like Heerschau, which roughly translates as a review of the troops. In looking
over the work of Nazi folklorists Scheller and Strobel on festivals, I notice they use Feier,
Fest, and Brauchtum (customs, folklore) the most.
Alessandro Falassi describes the festival as "the most complex social and symbolic
event to persist in tradition" and as
a periodic celebration composed of a multiplicity of ritual forms and events, directly or
indirectly affecting all members of a community and explicitly or implicitly showing the
basic values, the ideology, and the worldview that are shared by community members
and are the basis of their social identity (1997:295-296).

The goal of all National Socialist celebrations was to express their
Weltanschauung. The Nazis used both old German customs and the new National
Socialist customs to promote a sense of continuity with history. They wanted to draw the
Germans out of their private lives into active participation in the performances and rituals
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(Fischer 1995:341). Nazi celebrations worked with what Beverly Stoeltje calls "the
dialectical process of tradition and change" in festival (1984:240) because festivals rely on
the past yet occur in the present and therefore must maintain a balance between the old
and the new. In keeping with the Nazis' Romantic idealization of nature, festivals taken
from the old folk traditions in particular encouraged the Germans to identify with the
passage of the seasons, which Roger Abrahams defines as a central characteristic of
calendrical festivals (1982:161).
Falassi lists different kinds of festivals as: secular or religious (after Durkheim),
rural or urban, and those given by the establishment for its own sake or for the people
(1997:296). Nazi celebrations often blurred these dichotomies in their attempts to create
Volksgemeinschaft. Falassi's phrase "time out of time" (and the title of his 1987 collection
on festivals) , the "special temporal dimension devoted to special activities," is apt
(1997:298). The Nazis sought to sweep people away into an emotional state, during which
they were aware of only the event.
To Falassi's basic definitions, Turner adds the interesting concept that festivals
stimulate the right hemisphere of the brain which in turn creates the feelings of
communitas (1982:21). Nazi ideology and propaganda appealed to the irrational,
emotional part of the mind and the excitement of celebrations, with their music, speeches,
pageantry, and symbols, enhanced their program greatly. Turner also writes that
"celebrations also affirm our vitality and resolve to continue" (1982:29), a crucial aspect
ofNS celebrations. Fully mindful of the loss of WWI, the chaos of the year 1918, and the
subsequent problems of the Weimar Republic, the Nazis were determined to prove to the
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world that Germany had become strong again, had defeated the Depression, and would
not give into the threat of international Communism—and would find and get rid of the
"enemy."
Nazi festivals contained many distinctive rituals. Durkheim's classic definition of
ritual is "society enacted, formalized, symbolically represented, and constructed" (Evans
1996:1120). Juha Pentikainen defines ritual as "a category of action characterized by
predictable structure over time, a structuring that is commonly labeled repetitive"
(1997:734). In ritual, the values and symbols of a culture are expressed and transmitted.
Rituals and festivals are similar in that they "both mark points of life transition in intensive
and stylized traditional ways...carried out in highly charged times and places" although
rituals are usually serious and festivals fun (Abrahams 1987:179).
Rituals are often connected to religion but Barbara Myerhoff and Sally Moore
examine secular rituals as separate from religious rituals in their focus on collective
ceremonial forms. Current post-structuralist scholarship recognizes the "ethnographically
unrealizable and unrealistic distinction between religious ritual and political ritual" (Evans
1996:1122). The dichotomy breaks down even further when ethnographers document
complex societies like Nazi Germany that exhibit "secular political ideologies which are as
sacred...as the tenets of any religion" (Moore and Myerhoff 1977:3). Secular rituals
endow social reality with legitimacy, are common in modern, industrial societies, and are
connected to specific cultural events, rather than the universal ideals of religion
(1977:4,11). Whether religious or secular, rituals promise continuity through their
repetition (1977:17). Through their rituals, the Nazis hoped to provide a continuity with
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the past and a connection between leaders and ordinary people.
In my analysis of NS celebrations in the next two chapters, I will return to the
ideas of Falassi, Turner, Myerhoff, and other relevant theorists. In general, I use
"celebration" to describe the whole of this aspect of Nazi cultural policy, following
Richard Dorson's statement that "the term celebration can encompass festivals, rituals,
ceremonies, spectacles, pageants, fetes, holidays, and extravaganzas, and partakes of all
these elements" (1982:33). I use "festival" to describe the calendar of holidays and events
like the solstices, the 1936 Olympics, funerals of NS leaders, the remembrance of the 1923
Munich Putsch, and the Party rallies in Nuremberg, and "ritual" for specific, repeated acts
that occurred within the course of the festivals or an event. The salute with the raised right
arm and repeated cries of "SiegHeiir (hail victory), the playing of the "Badenweiler
March" whenever Hitler entered a room, the re-enacted 9 November march in Munich,
and the eating of the one-dish meal on Sundays during the Winter Relief Campaign are
examples of Nazi ritual.
The Nazis created a celebration calendar "to inculcate a note of reverence for the
party" (Snyder 1976:168). Christa Kamenetsky notes that the holidays were a combination
of traditional folk customs and Nazi events (1984:218) while Karl Friedrich Reimers adds
that the calendar was influenced by the Catholic one (1979:219-221), as many NS leaders
like Goebbels, Himmler, and Hitler himself were raised Catholic. However, Nazi Germany
was also a secular society and as such many of the NS holidays are based on historical
events (Stoeltje 1984:240), and their secular rituals accompanied their ideology (Moore
and Myerhoff 1977:10). The festival calendar of ritual events kept the Germans active in
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the mythology of National Socialism throughout the year.
The National Socialist Festival Calendar
30 January: Day of the Seizure of Power
24 February: Foundation Day of the NSDAP
16 March: German Heroes' Remembrance Day
19 April: Hitler Youth Acceptance Celebrations
20 April: Hitler's Birthday
1 May: National Labor Day
Second Sunday in May: Mother's Day
June: Summer Solstice
September: Reichsparteitag (Reich Party Day) at Nuremberg
October: Deutsches Erntedankfest (German Thanksgiving Day)/
Reich Farmers' Day
9 November: Anniversary of the 1923 Munich Putsch
December: Winter Solstice

The Nazi festival year began with an essential myth—the seizure of power on 30
January, what the Nazis called Machtergreifung, or more realistically, Machtiibernahme
(taking over of power), as Hitler had worked his way into power through legal means,
having learned his lesson from the failed 1923 Putsch. The political emphasis continued
with Party Foundation Day on 24 February, the date when the new party in 1920 had
written the "Twenty-Five Points," a statement of its program. In his social history of the
Third Reich, Richard Grunberger relates that often on party foundation day, Alte Kampfer
(the "old fighters" from the Party's beginnings) went to Munich's famous beer-hall, the
Hofbrauhaus, reminisced, and got drunk (1971:65).
National Mourning Day, or Heroes' Remembrance Day celebrated the Nazi myth
of death as an act of heroism. Before the Nazi regime, the day had served as a time for
Germans to remember those killed in the wars and to care for the cemeteries, somewhat
like the American Memorial Day. The Nazis gave the holiday a permanent date (16
March) and turned it into their celebration of heroic death in battle for the Fatherland.
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Hitler often timed military successes, such as the reintroduction of conscription in 1935,
the remilitarization of the Rhineland in 1935 (both in defiance of the Versailles Treaty),
and the incorporation of Austria into the Reich in 1938 with this holiday (Snyder
1976:168).
19 April marked the initiation of new members to Hitler Jugend (Hitler Youth,
abbreviated HJ), the youth organization for boys aged fourteen to eighteen as well as the
Deutsches Jungvolk (German Young Folk), the organization for ten to fourteen-year-olds
(Gebhardt 1987:148). Christa Kamenetsky analyzes the use of Volkisch rituals in her book
Children 's Literature in Hitler's Germany, noting that the Nazis revived the old Germanic
customs and traditions and used Nordic mythology especially for children's celebrations
(1984:218). The summer and winter solstices were in particular emphasized for the youth
groups as well as the SS.
Hitler's birthday on 20 April brought "the ubiquitous twig and flower garlanded
photos of the Fuhrer in gilt frames displayed in shop windows" (Grunberger 1971:73) as
well as torchlight parades and flag displays. Initiation into the SS and other Party
organizations also took place on this date. Hitler's fiftieth birthday in 1939 was an
especially vigorous celebration of adoration of the Fuhrer, "a man who had come to
redeem Germany" (Fischer 1995:341). An official account of the newsreel that recorded
this occasion states that 20 April has "become a unique day of thanksgiving" and portrays
Hitler as a king, sitting on a throne, watching the parade of his armed forces (Noakes and
Pridham 1984:411-412).
The Nazi May Day, on the first of the month, was an important holiday that had

114

two components to it, political and traditional. The Party took the concept of celebrating
the worker on this day from the Socialists and Communists and named it National Labor
Day (Snyder 1976:168). May Day was the celebration of the Nazi cult of the nobility of
labor (Arbeiterkult), a concept that was embodied in the RAD organization—
Reichsarbeitsdienst (State Labor Service) (Gamm 1962:94). Hitler created the RAD to
solve the unemployment problem and to get around the Versailles Treaty ban on military
training. Germans between 19 and 25 had to serve a year of physical labor; the men
worked on farms or in construction and women worked on farms or as domestics in
peasant households (Snyder 1976:284). Such was Hitler's dislike of the intelligentsia and
his reverence for the laborer that members of learned professions had to attend work
camps for manual labor, in order to become in the Nazi opinion "forcibly familiarized with
[manual labor] for their own good" (Grunberger 1971:47). Because of this emphasis on
labor in service to the state, the Reichstag made 1 May an official state holiday in contrast
to 30 January and 24 February which were Party holidays (Gebhardt 1987:147)
In addition to the celebration of labor on May Day, the Nazis also encouraged the
folk traditions of the May pole, bonfires, picnics, and the election of a May Day King and
Queen (Grunberger 1971:73). Louis Snyder adds that "dance and folk song groups in
regional costume" competed with each other for the most colorful celebration (1976:242).
On Mothering Sundays, the Nazis gave out the Honor Cross of the German
Mother to women who had produced large families for the regime. The Nazis made the
analogy between the soldier on the battlefield and the woman giving birth; each was
contributing his and her all and risking life for the Party. Women received the bronze
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medal if they had four to five children, the silver medal for six to seven children, and the
gold medal for eight or more children (Snyder 1976:170). The holiday and medal ritual
celebrated the cult of motherhood in Nazi Germany. I have mentioned Alfred Rosenberg's
attitude towards women; other National Socialist were no less conservative. Goebbels
stated that "the mission of woman is to be beautiful and to bring children into the world"
and party functionary Englebert Huber wrote, "There is no place for the political woman
in the ideological world of National Socialism...the German resurrection is a male event"
(Mosse 1966:41,47).
The summer solstice in June was a revival of the ancient pagan ceremony which
had a "strong emotional appeal" (Kamenetsky 1984:220). Participants celebrated with
outdoor bonfires, listening to Feuerspriiche (fire speeches) by Party leaders like Goebbels,
and rituals such as tossing wreathes dedicated to Party heroes and martyrs into the fire,
leaping over the fire as it burned low, and then a torchlight parade home (Snyder
1976:168). One such summer solstice is mentioned in the memoirs of Gudrun Streiter,
Dem Tod so nah (So Close to Death). In her personal ethnography, she describes the
excitement of the event which included all of the above mentioned events as well as
readings from Romantic poetry. She has an "eventful moment" of contact with Hermann
Goering and meets an SA man, Wolfgang Jensen, who tells her "Don't ever forget the
solstice fire. Let it flame in your heart and let its rays reach out to your racial comrades.
Then you will truly help in the great work of Adolf Hitler" (Mosse 1966:125-126). Her
account is a good example of how the solstice could function as a place of meeting and
ideological inspiration for young adults. It was important to the leaders as well: one issue
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that Rosenberg, Goebbels, and Himmler could agree on was the importance of solstice
celebrations (Kamenetsky 1984:228).
The summer solstice was an important means of ideological indoctrination for the
SS and youth groups like the Hitler Youth (HJ) and League of German Girls (Bund der
Deutschen Madchen, abbreviated BDM). Hans-Jochen Gamm notes that the Nazis played
on young children's excitement at being allowed to stay up late (1962:105). Kamenetsky
writes that "practically all children's literature anthologies issued during the Third Reich
included a large section on poetry to be used during the solstice celebrations" (1984:223).
A typical example which combined Nordic mythological imagery and National Socialist
ideology reads
From thousands of hearts we cry in despair:
Our Fuhrer! Enslave us, Master! Make us free!
Millions are bending their hearts in silent devotion:
Redeemed!
The pale morning sky bursts into flames:
The sun is rising!
And with the sun rises the Reich!

Kamenetsky notes that in this poem Hitler is equated with the Norse god, Balder, the
bringer of light and liberty (1984:224).
The major festival in the NS calendar, the Parteitage (Party Days), usually took
place during the first week in September in the city of Nuremberg and will be discussed in
full in Chapter Five. The German version of Thanksgiving, Erntedcmkfest, took place in
October with the Buckeberg harvest festival. This one was essentially a peasant festival
that celebrated the German farmer, whom Hitler praised as the "source of all racial
strength and wisdom" (Spielvogel 1996:146). Hitler participated actively in this festival
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and every year walked up a hill crowded with peasants in folk costume to award a
"harvest crown before a harvest altar laden with fruits of the soil" (Grunberger 1971:75).
The festival often ended with the Wehrmacht (the armed forces) engaging in mock battles,
a clear example of the National Socialist attempt to balance traditional folkways and
advanced technology as well as the concept of the peasant as both peaceful and warlike
(Kamenetsky 1972:229).
The high holy day of the National Socialist calendar was 9 November, the
anniversary of the failed 1923 Munich Putsch, "where the Nazi movement had been
sanctified in blood" (Snyder 1976:168). Hitler and the others who had participated in the
1923 Putsch went to Munich every year to solemnly re-enact their march on the
Feldherrnhalle and to pay tribute to the sixteen National Socialists who had been killed
that day. In Hitler's rhetoric, the blood shed by the sixteen "Immortals" buried in a
"Temple of Honor" had become "the holy water of the Third Reich" (Baird 1990:42).
Grunberger calls the holiday and its ritual march "a bombastic travesty of the Passion
Play" with a "Savior [who] marched upright, grim-visaged, and jackbooted in the front
rank of his disciples" (1971:75). From the Putsch came an item that played a central role
in the Parte itage: the Blutfahne, the "blood flag" which was supposed to have been
"drenched in the gore" and blood of the sixteen Nazi martyrs killed on 9 November 1923
(Snyder 1976:33).
Such was Hitler's reverence for the sixteen Nazis killed in the Putsch that he had
their bodies exhumed and reburied in a new "Temple of Honor" in 1935 and had a
documentary film about 9 November celebrations made in 1936 called Fur Uns (For Us),
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an artistic, mystical work that is supposed to rival Leni Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will
(Baird 1990:59,63-5). Eventually, however, this solemn holiday became routine, "the fate
of many reunions too often repeated," and in the later years of the regime became more of
an SS celebration (1990:65-68).
Nazi holidays follow myth-ritual scholar Theodor Gaster's premise that rituals
enact a mythological story (1984[1954]: 128-129). Gaster lists the evolution of the myth
and the accompanying ritual in primitive, dramatic, liturgical, and literary stages. In the
case of the Nazis, the enactment of their myth in the calendar often falls into the dramatic
stage and the Putsch anniversary is a good example of the drama of Nazi ritual. The
annual re-enacted march in Munich was "an actual pantomimic representation of the
story" that takes place in Gaster's dramatic stage of story and ritual (1984[1954]: 125).
The march became an elaborate, "macabre death ritual" during which the famed
Munich Rathaus glockenspiel played the Horst Wessel song when the marchers arrived at
the Marienplatz (Baird 1990:55-57). Another important ritual in addition to the march was
the roll call, a technique borrowed from Mussolini; when the governor of Bavaria Adolf
Wagner read out the names of the sixteen, members of the S A and Hitler Youth would
roar, "Here!" (1990:62). These events fit Falassi's description of ritual dramas which are
often based on creation or foundation legends that recall the "trials and tribulation of the
founding members" (1997:299). Randall Bytwerk argues that the 9 November Putsch
remembrance holiday illustrates in full the basic principles of Nazi rhetoric. He describes
these principles as "the infallible will of the Fuhrer, the heroic history of the party, the
mystical national community of blood and will (Volksgemeinschaft), [and] the immortality
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of the faithful" (1979:135).
The last holiday of the Nazi calendar, Winter Solstice in December, was an attempt
(especially on the part of Himmler) to take the place of the traditional German Christmas
but it was not entirely successful (Snyder 1976:168). The Nazis wanted to turn the Advent
season into one that celebrated the coming of Hitler and the birth of the National Socialist
regime, and substituted the Norse god Balder for Christ (Kamenetsky 1984:225). Hans
Baumann, "troubadour of the Hitler Youth" (Baird 1990:155), wrote the song "Hohe
Nacht der klaren Sterne" (High Night Sky of the Clear Stars) for this holiday. Guidebooks
for youth leaders suggested that images like Odin's victory over a dragon, Little Red
Riding Hood's release from the wolf, or Sleeping Beauty's awakening be used instead of
traditional Christian imagery for the new winter holiday (Kamenetsky 1984:228).
However, because the new traditions were not too popular, festivals planners had to
incorporate the well-loved old traditions and songs. Eventually both the summer and
winter solstice festivals were popular mainly with the SS (Fischer 1995:343).
Another example of the enactment of Nazi myth in festival at the expense of reality
was the 24 January celebration of Frederick the Great's birthday (Kamenetsky 1984:218).
Frederick the Great was the last strong Holy Roman Emperor and was mythologized by
the Nazis as a great German hero. Propaganda Minister Goebbels was the "high priest" of
the Frederick the Great cult (Mosse 1966:95). But as was previously mentioned, Herder
saw in Frederick the symbol of what was wrong with Germany because the emperor liked
to boast that he knew nothing of German customs and spoke German no better than his
coachman (Ergang 1966:26). Andfinally,the Sunday Morgenfeier (morning celebration)
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substituted church attendance with readings from Mein Kampfmd words from the local
Party leader (Gamm 1962:105). Winfried Gebhardt writes that this cult of Hitler (the myth
of the all-powerful, omniscient Fiihrer, savior of the Volk) was the crystallization point of
all Nazi celebrations (1987:149).
The holidays described encompass the basic National Socialist sacred calendar.
There were numerous other celebrations, both national and regional. Even foodways were
incorporated in celebrations with the Eintopf (one dish meal) Sundays that were a part of
the Winterhilfswerke (Winter Relief), a charity aimed at helping the poor make it through
the winters with enough fuel and food. By eating the simple one-dish meal, the Germans
showed their willingness to sacrifice for the community, bringing to mind the favorite Nazi
proverb Gemeinnutz vor Eigennutz (the good of the community over the individual).
Those who did not contribute to the Winter Relief campaign were monitored by the
Gestapo (Noakes and Pridham 1984:415).
Mention also must be made of how the Nazis made funerals into festivals as well,
because Hitler had a special interest in honoring the dead of WW! and martyrs to the Nazi
movement (Spielvogel 1996:146). In his analysis of NS hero-creation, Jay Baird writes
"Hitler centered a secular religion on the blood of the martyrs... [he] was never more at
home than when communing with the souls of the dead" (1990:41). Baird examines the
elaborate funerals of martyred S A leader Horst Wessel (writer of the party anthem) and
SS Obergruppenfiihrer (general) Reinhard Heydrich, (who had been assassinated in 1942
in Prague). The funerals celebrated the men as heroes who gave their lives for National
Socialism.
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The 1936 Olympic games in Berlin were a unique opportunity for the Nazis to
showcase themselves and the new Germany to the rest of the world. In her article, "Nazi
Festival: The 1936 Berlin Olympics," Moyra Byrne examines how the Nazis
simultaneously created an international and national festival with the games. The whole
city of Berlin was set up as the festival stage, and the citizens were instructed to be as
hospitable as possible to visitors. The Olympics "were designed for the most part as an
intensified representation of Nazi reality," its social structure, its ideals, and adoration of
Hitler; however, the Nazis could not give full expression of their anti-Semitism in order to
present a hospitable face and the victories of African-American track and field athlete
Jesse Owens dealt a blow to Nazi racial theories (1987:116). Byrne notes that the Nazi
festive codes were ambiguous. Not only did the Nazis have to disguise their racism but
also to present Berlin in a festive way as if that were its true face (1987:118). Games and
ritual combat are often a part of festivals because they "show how equality may be turned
into hierarchy"{Falassi 1997:300) and the Nazi Olympics became a metaphor for the
struggle between war and peace in Europe.
And finally, even the infamous book burning, led by Joseph Goebbels in Berlin on
10 May 1933, took on a festival atmosphere. As SA men and students threw books into
the fire, Goebbels announced the names of the authors and the titles and why the works
were "un-German." Despite the active involvement of Goebbels, the book burning was not
organized by the government but by the German student association. Louis P. Lochner, a
journalist who witnessed the scene, wrote
The whole civilized world was shocked when...the books of authors displeasing to the
Nazis, including even those of our own Helen Keller, were solemnly burned...here the
heap grew higher and higher, and every few minutes another howling mob arrived,
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adding more books to the impressive pyre. Then, as night fell, students from the
university, mobilized by the little doctor, performed veritable Indian dances and
incantations as the flames began to soar skyward...[GoebbelsJ cried..."The age of
extreme Jewish intellectualism has now ended, and the success of the German
revolution has again given the right of way to the German spirit...you are doing the right
thing..." (Noakes and Pridham 1984:401).

Throwing "displeasing" books into the fire symbolized what Nazi ritual sought to
accomplish, what Evans calls the "structured ordering of information and experience... a
declaration of form against indeterminancy," the desire for control against chaos and fear
(1996:1122). Ritual was used to ward off the chaos the Nazis saw in the symbols of the
Weimar democracy, the Bolshevik, and the Jew.
National Socialist Feiergestaltung
The Nazi leadership turned to professional folklorists to help plan both national
and local festivals. Winfried Gebhardt points out that their purpose as experts was to
obfuscate reality with ideology and drama (1987:146). Alfred Rosenberg was especially
interested in promoting festivals as ideological tools; his main folklorist until 1941,
Matthes Ziegler, promoted Feiergestaltung (festival planning) as one of Volkskunde's
main tasks, as did his successor, Hans Strobel, who was in charge of the Office of Folklore
and Celebration Planning (Lixfeld 1994:84,132). As usual in the National Socialist
leadership, Rosenberg had to compete with others for direction of festivals, most notably
Heinrich Himmler, Joseph Goebbels, and Dr. Robert Ley, head of the Deutsche
Arbeitsfront (German Labor Front) and the KdF (Kraft durch Freude—Strength Through
Joy) travel and vacation-planning organization. On 23 May 1942, at Hitler's request,
Rosenberg, Goebbels, and Ley met with Martin Bormann, Hitler's private secretary, to
carve the festival pie. Goebbels was awarded the celebrations of the Reich and the
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calendar and Rosenberg was awarded the more traditional festivals and the non-public
"life celebrations" that fit his folklore research (Ley eventually allied with Goebbels)
(1994:131). Hamilton Burden further notes that Ley headed the organization committee of
the Party rallies in Nuremberg (1967:113).
Like Hitler, Goebbels was attuned to the theatrical aspect of celebration and
through his Propaganda Ministry he continued the revival of the ancient Germanic Thing.
As previously mentioned in Chapter Two, the Volkisch writer Ernst Wachler had begun
the revival of the old Germanic ceremony that combined religious ritual with governing.
The Thing included plays, the singing of folk songs, and spectacles. Theaters were built
outdoors around historic sites "so that contemporary Germans might merge spiritually
with all Aryans and with the sacred soil that had bred them all" (Spielvogel 1996:162).
Participation in the Thing was to be another expression of Volksgemeinschaft, but the
revival was unsuccessful and was discontinued after 1936 (Noakes and Pridham
1984:409).
The writings of two folklorists employed by Rosenberg, Thilo Scheller and Hans
Strobel, present clear and intriguing examples of Nazi festival theory and Feiergestaltung
(celebration planning). Strobel was Ziegler's replacement as head of Rosenberg's
Working Community for German Folklore in 1941. Scheller was an Arbeit Fuhrer (work
leader) in the RAD and composer of lyrics for that Nazi genre of songs that glorified
Hitler and the movement which were used in RAD rituals and the Parteitage. In one of his
RAD songs he writes, "Gott segne die Arbeit und unser Beginnen, Gott segne den Fuhrer
unddiese Zeit" (God bless work and our origins, God bless the Fuhrer and this time)
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(Gamm 1962:94). Although not an academic folklorist, Scheller worked as an expert on
festival planning for Rosenberg and as an organizer of the Party rallies in Nuremberg
(Lixfeld 1994:94).
Mythus folklorists, particularly Strobel, based their celebration theories on
preliminary work done by Austrian folklorist Karl von SpieB in his 1933 examination of
ancient celebrations "Das arische Fest" (The Aryan Festival). Structural elements of the
ancient Aryan festival still used in contemporary customs were fire, water, tree, symbolic
actions and drama, song, dance, sayings, meals, and ancestor worship (Lixfeld 1994:128).
Scheller and Strobel apply this theory in their 1939 Deutsche Volkskunde article
"Gedanken zur Feiergesaltung" (Ideas for Celebration Planning). After stating that the
National Socialist world-view is the driving force (Triebkraft) behind all celebrations, the
authors ask regional and local leaders to incorporate their regions' unique folk customs
into local festivals (1939:16). In one revealing passage, Scheller and Strobel write that
they are not able to explain their theories scientifically and that the purpose of celebrations
was to awaken belief in the participants' souls, as Hitler does every year with the masses
at the Party rallies. The symbols and customs are "Ausdruck unseres Blutes genau so wie
des Blutes unserer Vorfahren" (the expression of German blood that is related to the
blood of their ancestors) (1939:18). Again we see the emphasis on the irrational and the
rejection of reason and critical thinking in National Socialist scholarship.
Scheller and Strobel next examine German celebrations, both traditional and
contemporary, and apply von SpieB's list of elements to them (1939:18). Christmas is their
first example of the traditional celebration from the bauerlichen Lebenskreis
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(rural/agricultural lifecycle):
Fire: candles on the Christmas tree, yule log
Tree: Christmas tree
Drama: Christmas plays, processions, singing carols
Food: baked goods (Christmas cookies)
Ancestor Worship: decorating cemeteries, leaving out food and drink for souls

The other traditional celebrations are Lent, Easter, Pentecost, summer solstice,
Thanksgiving/Harvest, and Advent. In keeping with the Nazi love of extravagant
language, Scheller and Strobel often use archaic words for the holidays. For example, the
standard word for Easter, Ostern, is discarded in favor of Frilhlingsgleiche and family
celebrations became Sippenfeiern. (Sippe is an old word that denotes clan or tribe, a unit
of people that stay together.) These celebrations are christening, weddings, burials, and
care of cemeteries (1939:19). Their focus on the traditional holidays reflects the general
Romantic fear that modern, technological, and urbanized society has eroded old folk
beliefs and celebrations and robs life of its meaning (Isambert 1969:29). Thus we can see
that Nazi Feiergestaltung provides an example of Bausinger's traits of Nazi folklore
theory: the national emphasis, the racial emphasis, the Germanic-Nordic connection, focus
on the peasant, folk community as organic unity, a search for symbols, and a quasireligious attitude towards folk materials (1965:177-204).
In the second half of their article, Scheller and Strobel examine Nazi political
celebrations but do not apply von Spiefi's elements to them. According to them, Hitler
himself gave these new celebrations to the German Volk and his speeches reveal their true
meaning. The authors describe the source of the new political celebrations as"der Kampf
um die Macht und der Kampf um die Herzen der deutschen Menschen" (the struggle for
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power and the struggle for the hearts of the Germans). The original form (Urform) of Nazi
celebrations is the political rally; the original symbol (Urbild) is the swastika flag. The new
folk customs of the Reich are marching with flags, a variety of rituals associated with the
different sizes of flags, the national songs, the Badenweiler March (a favorite of Hitler's),
songs from the early days of the party's struggle for power, the Nazi salute and "Sieg
HeiF and the veneration of the dead through the lowering of flags (1939:91).
Flags were important in Nazi ritual, and Gamm notes that no other political
organization made as much use of flags as did the Nazis (1962:43). Like other items of
material culture in festivals, the different swastika flags were the "objectified dreams and
fantasies which are thrown up by celebratory enthusiasm" (Turner 1982:14). The song
"Die Fahne Hoch" (Raise the Flag High) written by Storm Trooper Horst Wessel in 1927,
based on a folk song, eventually became the official song of the NSDAP, sung at
meetings, festivals, and the Party rallies in Nuremberg (see Appendix for lyrics). Hermann
Klauss, an NS educator, writes on flag rituals in schools that "the law of the flag rules our
lives...flag raising is honor, elevation, admonition, and a vow of faith" (Mosse 1966:129).
Rituals reorganize and create new experiences (Evans 1996:1121) and therefore
made good propaganda for the National Socialist movement. The Hitler salute of the
raised right arm is the most infamous and recognizable ritual of Nazism that has its roots
in the Ave Imperator gesture of the Roman empire (Deutschmann 1991:172). This folk
gesture was the Party's acknowledgment of the subtle body-mind connection because
bodily motion can powerfully affect the way one thinks, as any regular jogger knows. But
Fischer notes that "only eager beavers engaged in it with anything resembling real
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enthusiasm" (1995:343) and much spontaneous, unofficial folklore sprang up about how
to avoid giving the salute.
In another revealing statement worth quoting in full in the original, Scheller and
Strobel write:
Dieses Brauchtum ist nicht ausgedacht Oder konstruiert, es ist uns alien in Fleisch und
Blut ubergegangen und niemand braucht es zu erklSren oder zu erISutern-somit ist es
echtes Brauchtum.
These [new] customs are not thought out or constructed; they pass through flesh and
blood and no one needs to explain them-and in that way they are true customs (italics
mine 1939:91).

Again, the anti-intellectual emphasis and the search for purity is clear.
Transcendence is important as well—the authors hope that celebration will provide special
times in people's everyday lives. To the basic NS calendar they add das kleine Festjahr
(the small festival year), holidays for the celebration of the Air Force, Germans living in
other countries, hand crafts, folk music, German art, German books, national solidarity,
and Eintopf Sundays and the Winter Relief Collection (1939:91-92).
And finally, Scheller presents in a 1939 article for Deutsche Volkskunde "Das
nationalsozialistische Feierjahr" (The National Socialist Celebration Year) an account of
a week-long meeting of the festival planning committee of Rosenberg's office. The
committee's slogan was "Volksdenken geht vor Formationsdenken\" which is difficult to
translate into English but probably means something along the lines of "thinking like the
Volk— organically through the 'blood'—is more important than thinking in a professional
formation like the SA, SS, RAD, HJ, etc." Whenever the participants could not make a
decision or disagreed, they sang folk songs. They outlined the tasks of political festivals
and celebrations, namely that they should embody the ideas of Hitler (1939:155).
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Scheller also describes in detail the ideas expressed by the speakers at the
conference. Matthes Ziegler spoke briefly to the group about the tasks of Rosenberg's
office. Von Meyenn did not see National Socialism as a cult because the party and the
celebrations dealt with earthly, not otherworldly concerns, matching Moore and
Myerhoff s definition of secular ceremony as that which "moves this world and this world
only" (1977:14). Haiding spoke out against "unfolkish" modern society dance and later
the group participated in folk dance lessons. Other speakers discussed folk song and
music, amateur theater, processions, and the use of place. Representatives from NS
organizations spoke about the holiday most connected with their group; for example, a
representative from the SA discussed 30 January and 9 November because the SA had
played important roles historically on those dates. Finally, Rosenberg addressed the
committee at the end of the week, again emphasizing that festivals were a way to carry out
the work of the Fuhrer (1939:155-157).
The National Socialists and the professionals they employed put much time, effort,
and funding into celebrations because they were so useful as propaganda. "Every festival
hour is a confession of faith" declared the educator Klauss (Mosse 1966:127). Their
festivals embody ceremony's ability to "make it appear that there is no conflict, only
harmony, no disorder, only order, that if danger threatens, safe solutions are at hand, that
political unity is immediate and real because it is celebrated" (Moore and Myerhoff
1977:24). The festivals and the feeling of Volksgemeinschaft helped to camouflage the
regime's true intentions.
Kamenetsky notes that the "irony of the Nazis' 'folk festivals' was that the
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common folk had very little to do with them" because the festivals were planned by the
Party (1984:229-230). Her statement applies to the Reichsparteitage, which were highly
organized by masters of presentation like Joseph Goebbels, architect Albert Speer, Hitler
himself and the professionals they employed. However, despite their manufactured nature,
NS festivals helped the Germans to feel closer to Hitler's state than the ill-fated Weimar
republic and even the Kaiserreich (Fischer 1995:343). Nazi festivals share intriguing
similarities to Williams Clements' description of the folk church, in that the events
included singing, preaching, ritual, and testimony (1984:140-141).
In the next chapter I examine the Nazi Parteitage in Nuremberg as the most
important festival in the Nazi calendar. Hamilton Burden's comment on Nazi ritual in the
rallies provides this useful analysis:
The regime felt that in order to get firm control of the whole personality of the individual,
a ritual had to be established that would reach the spectators' emotions. Since the
ultimate aim was to replace religious emotions with ideological ones, ritual was of the
utmost importance...increased effort was made to provide climactic moments that would
blend the figure of Hitler, his words, and the sound of his voice with startling visual
illusions, in order to mesmerize the masses into an almost religious frenzy of patriotism
(1967:86).

CHAPTER V
The Nuremberg Rallies as National Socialist Folk Festivals
Robert Cantwell writes that "folk festivals are occasions in which folk culture and
official culture embrace one another" (1992:263). Cantwell's statement can be applied to
the annual week-long Reichsparteitage (Reich Party Days, Reich Party Convention),
during which the National Socialist leadership and their followers gathered together in the
picturesque medieval city of Nuremberg to inspire each other, celebrate their ideology,
and create an image of themselves as a reborn nation unified under the creed Ein Volk, Ein
Reich, Ein Fuhrer (One Folk, One Nation, One Leader). Richard Grunberger describes
the rallies as the "consummation" of the marriage between the Party and the people
(1971:74). The resulting festival was one of the "most breathtaking and demonic displays
the world has ever seen" (Burden 1967:9).
The Reichsparteitage attempted to project an image of unity between Hitler and
the Party, the Party and the Volk, the Volk with each other, and finally Hitler and the Volk.
The rallies acted as seductive propaganda and carried "a gleam of sinister beauty the world
had not seen since the days of the ancient Assyrians" (Fischer 1995:342). The basic events
of the Parteitage included marches, parading of the standards, the consecration of the
flags with the Blutfahne, speeches, meetings, museum exhibits, and military mock battles.
The rallies were the "greatest festival of the Nazi year" and after the assumption of power
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in 1933 became a national as well as Party project; the NS leadership took the Party Days
seriously and participated actively in the conception, design, and execution of the rituals
(Deutschmann 1991:183).
Roger Abrahams notes that festivals often happen during the "flat" times of the
year and create a new energy (1987:178). The rallies usually occurred during August and
then the first week of September and thus made good use of this often "flat" time between
summer and autumn. The Parteitage combined both political and symbolic tasks; they
were a convention for the NSDAP and its various organizations as well as a celebration of
ideology and accomplishments. Hitler decided that the annual Party Days expressed the
will of the people; they received their orders from him directly and the rallies were to
replace voting, debate, and the parliamentary process of the Reichstag, which in his words
"can then shut its doors...[and] become a museum" (Deutschmann 1991:181). This
decision was more symbolic than actual but it reflects Hitler's inability to talk with, debate,
and persuade individuals; the one-on-one exchange made the irrationality of his ideas
obvious and therefore he could only appeal to and persuade the masses through his
speeches at Nazi festivals (Wykes 1970:26).
The Reichsparteitage also served to continue the Fuhrer myth that Hitler had
created (Spielvogel 1996:149). The rallies were important to him personally, because he
could play a variety of roles as a man of his people, be the center of attention as the
almighty Fuhrer, and through his oratory "fix in [his] mind and in the minds of his listeners
the special Nazi version of historical reality" (McRandle 1965:11-14). Hitler needed the
adulation of the crowds and the excitement of the rallies as much as his followers did
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(Deutschmann 1991:189).
Hitler's lawyer and later governor-general of occupied Poland, Hans Frank, wrote
in 1945 during his trial in Nuremberg that Hitler dominated the rallies:
Es war also seine Welt, in der er sich da bewegte und die sich allein um ihn drehte...es
waren seine Ideen, die da verkundet, bregriindet, gefeiert wurden...denn was sind die
Triumphzuge Casars, die Parlamente Cromwells, die Paraden Napoleons Oder was sind
die Kongresse im roten Moskau gegen den iiber eine Woche lang dauernden JubelFarben -Licht- Musik- und Festhymnus, der Hitler jeweils in Nurnberg umgab?!...H///er
war es, der in Nurnberg gefeiert wurde, der Nationalsozialismus als Idee Oder die Partei
als Organization nur insoweit, als sie von Hitler dargestellt wurden...
It was his world in which he moved and which moved around him alone..it was his ideas
which were announced, founded, and celebrated...what then, are the triumphal
processions of Caesar, the parliaments of Cromwell, the parades of Napoleon or the
congresses of Red Moscow against the over a week long celebration with jubilation,
color, light, music, and festival hymns that surrounded Hitler in Nuremberg?!...It was
Hitler that was celebrated in Nuremberg; National Socialism as an idea or the Party as
an organization were celebrated only in that Hitler had created them...(italics Frank, cited
in Gamm 1962:109-112).

In my examination of the rallies, I have found four basic themes that characterize
them: 1.) a desire to show NSDAP as the legitimate heir of German history; 2.) the
presentation of both WWI and the early days of the Party as heroic, exciting times; 3.) the
use of folklore and political mythology to create what Cantwell describes as the magic of
festival (1991); and 4.) the use of mass media to disseminate both traditional and
traditionalized folklore. Although the rallies as festivals were under the jurisdiction of
Goebbels and the Propaganda Ministry and not Rosenberg's office—which oversaw
traditional folk festivals—I believe it is still important to investigate the folklore and
mythology underlying the rallies even though folklorists are often still reluctant to
investigate the mass media. Grunberger writes that while oral folklore was primary in Nazi
propaganda, the mass media spread it through Germany (1971:76). Successful forms of
mass media such as films and television shows are often popular because they have a
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strong basis in traditional narrative or customary folklore. In their savvy combination of
folklore and mass media, the Nazis were on the cutting edge of communications.
Ethnography and Historical Research
Doing ethnography on a historical topic has its challenges. Surprisingly, for such
an important Nazi propaganda event, scholars have not done as much analysis of the
rallies as one might think—possibly due to the fact that the only published sources are
NSDAP publications and contemporary newspaper accounts (Burden 1967:x). A folklorist
would immediately add "and oral history" to that list, and yet even an otherwise excellent
collection of oral histories and eyewitness accounts such as SteinhofF, Pechel, and
Showalter's Voices From the Third Reich: An Oral History (1994) make no mention of
the Nuremberg rallies. One important German folkloristic analysis comes from Karl
Friedrich Reimers in his 1979 Zeitschrift fur Volkskunde article "Der Reichsparteitag als
Instrument totaler Propaganda: Appell, Feier, Kult, Magie " (The Reich Party Day as an
Instrument of Total Propaganda: Roll Call, Celebration, Cult, Magic).
There are two sources in English that deal specifically with the rallies: Hamilton T.
Burden's The Nuremberg Party Rallies: 1923-1939 (1967), a solid, scholarly,
chronological approach that provides the basis for this analysis and Alan Wykes' The
Nuremberg Rallies, a much shorter work intended for a general audience. Written in a
rather sarcastic, polemical tone, and not well organized, Wykes' book nevertheless
provides important observations from contemporary journalists and eyewitnesses as well
as many photographs. A more serious approach is Linda Deutschmann's Triumph of the
Will: Image of the Third Reich (1991), a book which focuses mostly on the Riefenstahl
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film and Nazi ideology but adds a short, keen analysis of the Reichsparteitage as political
festivals. An unusual but brief source is John Rawlings and Michael Passmore's philatelic
study The Postal History of the Nuremberg Rallies (1993) that focuses on the postal
ephemera (stamps, postcards, cancellation marks, and telegram covers) produced by the
post offices in Nuremberg during the rallies.
The ideas of John Dorst also apply to working with historical research. In The
Written Suburb, Dorst incorporates the theories of Frederick Jameson on postmodernism
and questions the role of traditional, fieldwork-based ethnography in literate, postcapitalist societies capable of creating their own cultural presentation and analysis. He
writes, "The post-ethnographer becomes the collector of (re)citations" whose task is to
read as texts the "auto-ethnographies which...collectively express and sustain particular
ideologies" (1989:207). I have been fortunate to find eight such auto-ethnographies that
express the ideology of the Reichsparteitage in my research. Seven of these documents
are small paperback Fuhrer zum Reichsparteitag der NSDAP (Guide to the Reich Party
Day of the NSDAP) from the 1929 and 1934-1939 rallies. The 1929 edition was edited by
Alfred Rosenberg specifically and the others were put together by the
Organisationsleitung des Reichsparteitages, the organizational committee for the Reich
Party Days.
The 1929 guidebook provides the basic layout for the guidebooks from the 30s
which are similar in layout, advertisements, and content: they provide essays by organizers
of the rallies and Party leaders, train schedules, telephone numbers of Party organizations,
maps of Nuremberg and the rally grounds, guides to flags and uniform insignia,
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photographs, essays about Nuremberg extolling its historical importance, and declarative
statements by Hitler, Hel3, Streicher, and sometimes Ley. The photographs of these
leaders and the accompanying slogans are especially notable as I think they present the
three faces of National Socialism: Hitler presents the heroic side, Hel3 the romantic feeling,
and Streicher the aggressive anti-Semitic challenge.
The other auto-ethnography is a large, hardcover, coffee-table-style book of the
1936 rally entitled Reichstagung in Nurnberg 1936: Der Parteitag der Ehre (Reich
Convention in Nuremberg 1936: The Party Day of Honor) and features numerous large
black and white photographs and fraktur text printed on glossy pages. The editor of this
book was Hans Kerrl (1887-1941), who served as the Prussian minister of justice and in
the Reichstag. And finally, I will include a brief analysis of Leni Riefenstahl's important
film of the 1934 Parteitag, Triumph of the Will (1935) as her artistic ethnography of that
event.
These Reichsparteitage auto-ethnographies give readers a clear idea of the image
the Nazis had of this festival and of themselves through the advertisements, essays,
images, music selections, speeches, and calendars of the daily events. I will refer to the
documents in my analysis of these specific rallies. In the case of the Parteitage literature, I
disagree with Dorst's contention that auto-ethnographies do not have authors and "appear
as if from nowhere" (1989:4). These documents include the names of all authors, editors,
and speakers. When presenting their Parteitage, the Nazis did not want to be anonymous.
From the first gathering of the fledgling party in 1923 to the spectacular mass festival of
1938, the Nazis showcased their ideology and celebrated their achievements for all the
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world to see. As Burden writes, "The rallies were an exhibition of everything the National
Socialist movement stood for--a carefully constructed showcase where party ideology and
its effects on the masses could be displayed to the nation and to the world" (1967:112).
Celebrations all carry the mark of their cultures and have their own themes (Isambert
1969:38) and the Reichsparteitage were truly the symbol of National Socialism and its
themes of Volksgemeinschaft, military aggression, folklore, and belief in the Fuhrer.
The Design for the Rally Grounds (Reichsparteitagsgelande)
Material culture played an important part in conveying the message of Nazi
ideology to participants and observers alike. Hitler considered himself an artist and was
keenly interested in the ideological use of architecture, what Hans-Jochen Gamm calls
"Brutalitat im Stein" (brutality in stone) (1962:53), to dwarf and intimidate the individual.
To fulfill these dreams of material culture grandeur, Hitler commissioned in 1934 his
favorite architect, the talented and ambitious Albert Speer (1905-1982), to design the
Reichsparteitagsgelande, the massive neoclassical party rally grounds on the outskirts of
Nuremberg (Snyder 1976:326). Speer also directed the "Office for the Artistic
Arrangement of Mass Rallies" (Rawlings and Passmore 1993:89) and describes his work
on the rallies as well as anecdotal information on the participants' behavior in his famous
1970 memoir, Inside the Third Reich. In addition to the architecture, Speer also
contributed important design features such as the decorative movement of flags, "the sea
of flags," and the use of anti-aircraft lights to create a forest of light, "a cathedral of ice,"
around the rally grounds (1970:58). These lights required special buildings for the
electricity and could be seen as far away as Frankfurt (Rawlings and Passmore 1993:86).
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The first building to be developed was the Luitpoldhalle (Luitpold's Hall) and the
Luitpoldhain (the field in front of it), originally built in 1906 (Deutschmann 1991:19). The
Party first used it in the 1920s for meetings (Burden 1967:58). The hall could seat 16,000
with a platform that could seat 130 musicians and 750 leaders and also contained a WWI
and Nazi martyr memorial (Rawlings and Passmore 1993:80-81). The Luitpoldhain was
five square miles in size and could accommodate 150,000 marching men and 50,000
spectators by 1937 (Spielvogel 1996:148). A large stage was built on the field, with an
eighteen-foot high speaker's stand and two stone towers topped by eagles; renovation was
completed in 1937 (Burden 1967:58-59).
The Zeppelinwiese (the Zeppelin Field, named so after Count Zeppelin landed one
of his airships there) had been the city dump; a pavilion built on it by the city later became
the Nazi Congress Hall for indoor meetings in the 30s and was extensively renovated
(Burden 1967:58,61). The Zeppelin field became an exemplary site of bombastic Nazi
architecture. Speer built a neoclassical grandstand on the Zeppelinwiese made of white
Jurassic limestone for marching rituals with a podium for Hitler's major speeches. Large
metal bowls that kept open fires during the rallies sat on top of the pedestals, the parade
grounds measured 960 by 870 feet, and more grandstands circled the field on three sides
(1967:60). In his memoirs, Speer describes the grandstand as "a mighty flight of stairs
topped and enclosed by a long colonnade, flanked at both ends by stone abutments"
(1970:65). A train station was built near the Zeppelin field to accommodate the traffic, and
40,000 oak trees were planted around it because the oak tree was an ancient Germanic
symbol of strength (1967:59-60)~again, an example of the myth of Germanic-German
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continuity described by Emmerich (1994).
Other important sites include the Langwasser camp where the SA, SS, HJ, and
RAD members pitched tents and stayed during the rallies, the Deutscher Hof Hotel where
Hitler stayed, and the Sports Stadium, built by the city of Nuremberg between 1923 and
1928 (Deutschmann 1991:19-20). Work on the Reichsparteitagsgelande provided
thousands of men with employment during the Depression (Burden 1967:57). In addition
to the rally grounds, the Party made use of other places in Nuremberg like the Germanic
Museum, the Rathaus, the opera house, the Kulturvereinshaus, the Hercules Hall, and the
Apollo Theater.
Hitler also commissioned Speer to build what would be the permanent rally
grounds, a large complex of massive buildings situated outside of Nuremberg and
connected to the city by a wide avenue (Spielvogel 1996:148). Speer's model for the
complex won the Grand Prix in 1937 at the Paris World Fair and Hitler was proud that
"no complex for national community festivals like it would exist anywhere in the world"
(Rawlings and Passmore 1993:90). The work began in 1935 on the new Congress Hall,
which would have been the largest building ever erected in the Third Reich, and on other
projects for the Congress City of the future but construction was stopped by the demands
of the war (1993:91-92).
Burden points to the haste that marked the Nazis' creation of their traditions and
calls the plans for the huge convention grounds "a gigantic crash program of construction"
that hearkened to the massive architecture of the Egyptian pharaohs and Roman emperors
(1967:57). He also likens the ongoing work on the rally grounds to "the changing
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background of a play from act to act" (1967:63).
Parts of the rally grounds survived the massive bombing of Nuremberg in WWII.
The partially completed Congress Hall is currently used for office and warehouse space
(Gruber 1998:2). The Luitpoldhalle was demolished by the city after the war and turned
into a parking lot (Rawlings and Passmore 1993:83). The Langwasser camp where the
SA, SS, HJ, and RAD had pitched their tent cities became after the war first a displaced
persons camps and then a suburb (1993:97). American occupation forces drove their tanks
up the steps of the grandstand of the Zeppelinwiese on Hitler's birthday, 20 April 1945,
and used the field for baseball games before demolishing most of the towers and
colonnades of the building (1993:86). Only the central section of the grandstand on the
Zeppelinwiese remains and journalist Ruth Ellen Gruber describes it as "an architectural
symbol as forceful in its way as the Arbeit Macht Frei gate at Auschwitz" (1998:1).
The Meaning of Nuremberg
The Nazis' choice of Nuremberg (in German, Nurnberg) as the permanent location
for the annual festival as die Stadt der Reichsparteitage, from 1927 to 1938, was a savvy
one, based in national folklore. Situated on the Pegnitz River, Nuremberg is the capital
city of Franconia, a district of northern Bavaria. First settled in 1050, the city received its
charter in 1219 as a "free town" of trade and commerce, allowed to develop independent
of princely rule (Burden 1967:4). The city became a center of trade, art, and invention.
The famous painter and engraver Albrecht Durer and the cobbler-poet Hans Sachs came
from Nuremberg and the first globe, paper mill, playing cards, brass, military cannon,
clarinet, airgun, wire-drawing machine, and watch were all invented in the Franconian
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capital (Wykes 1970:50). The city also became famous for its toymaking and Lebkuchen,
a type of gingerbread cookie usually eaten during Christmas. Nuremberg developed into
one of the great cities during the Holy Roman Empire in the late Middle Ages and the
Reformation. Its "Golden Age" occurred during the late 15th and early 16th centuries
when it became a bustling trade center with a wealthy middle class (Deutschmann
1991:16).
By 1806, the Holy Roman Empire came to an end and Nuremberg lost its glory .
The fall into disfavor had started with the Enlightenment rejection of the medieval and
Gothic and its emphasis on classical Greco-Roman architecture, and the use of sea instead
of land routes in trade added to Nuremberg's fall from its place of honor (Burden 1967:45). But the dissatisfaction with the Enlightenment and birth of Romanticism brought on by
Herder resulted in a longing for German forms of vernacular architecture as well as
folklore. In 1797 two young, romantic ethnographers from Berlin, Ludwig Tieck and
Heinrich Wackenroder, hiked to the old city, marveled at the well-preserved architecture,
and sparked the rediscovery of Nuremberg with statements like "O Nuremberg, thou once
world famous city! With what childlike eyes did I revel at thy quaint houses and churches
which bear the visible imprint of our old patriotic art! How dearly do I love the creations
of that time which speak such an outright powerful and true language" (Wykes 1970:86).
The prosperous merchants of Nuremberg had not received the classical education of the
aristocrats and therefore built the city in a glorified vernacular style, thus creating the
beautiful, well-designed Altstadt (old city) that appealed to romantic nationalists like Tieck
and Wackenroder and then the Nazis (Burden 1967:4-5).
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The first German railway in 1835 from Nuremberg to Fiirth helped to revive the
city. The growing network of trains brought in many visitors who wanted to experience
the folklore, legends, and history of Nuremberg (Burden 1967:7). Wagner set in
Nuremberg his successful 1876 opera Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg, based on the
legends of the Mastersingers, a guild of poets who continued the traditions of the medieval
Minnesang, a uniquely German genre of song. The names of Attila, Barbarossa,
Charlemagne, and Roman emperors were evoked by visitors and journalists and "the
nation made of Nuremberg a place of virtually holy pilgrimage" (Wykes 1970:88).
American poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow even wrote a poem about Nuremberg
during this time of rediscovery.
Yet underneath this excitement and national pride lay a darker side of Nuremberg.
Because of its good railway connections and folkloric value, Nuremberg became a
gathering place for Volkisch, anti-Semitic, and nationalist groups; an infrastructure for
mass meetings was already in place for the Nazis to use and develop later (Deutschmann
1991:15-16). Anti-Semitism had long been a part of the city's history, with organized
pogroms that began in 1298 when 307 Jews were chained and burned alive (Wykes
1970:48). Other pogroms continued in 1349, 1385, and after 1498, Jews were expelled
permanently from Nuremberg until the 19th century (Deutschmann 1991:17). Joshua
Podro's polemical book Nuremberg: the Unholy City catalogues in detail the anti-Semitic
legislation and activities from medieval times to the 1930s. He states "The history of the
Jews in Nuremberg is more or less a local version of the history of Jews in Germany as a
whole" (1937:26).
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Nuremberg was useful to the Nazis for both practical and symbolic reasons. The
good railway connections were essential to the organization of the Reichsparteitage, as
participants came from all over Germany. Convening in a great city of the First Reich and
German tradition helped to establish legitimacy for the new Third Reich. The medieval
architecture lent dignity and tradition to the Nazi image as well as support for its ideology;
a 1923 Rosenberg editorial in the Volkischer Beobachter glorified the "manly power and
fighting spirit" of Nuremberg (Burden 1967:8).
And finally, one of Nuremberg's less savory citizens became instrumental in the
organizations and presentation of the Reichsparteitage. Local schoolteacher, WWI
veteran, and politically active anti-Semite, Julius Streicher (1885-1946) offered the city to
Hitler as the perfect place for his meetings and helped consolidate Hitler's following in
southern Germany (Deutschmann 1991:272). Streicher, whose anti-Semitism bordered on
the psychologically disturbed, had created his own political party and competed with
Hitler but in 1922 he was outmaneuvered by Hitler and joined the NSDAP. He loved
nature and wrote romantic poetry and yet was sadistic and irrational in his hatred of nonGermans, a duality that in general characterized adherents of Volkisch ideology
(Deutschmann 1991:269).
Streicher often incited anti-Semitic riots and was sued for libel of Judaism
(Deutschmann 1991:271). In 1923, after other attempts to publish newspapers, Streicher
began to publish a debased, pornographic yet very popular newspaper, Der Stiirmer (The
Stormer) which catalogued his obsessions with miscegenation between Aryan women and
Jewish men and anti-Semitic folklore such as medieval legends of Jewish ritual murder of
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Christians. Glass show boxes (called in vernacular speech "Sturmer boxes") displayed the
tabloid and its lurid headlines and pictures all over the country (Deutschmann 1991:273).
It was the only newspaper that Hitler read cover to cover (Snyder 1976:339). Streicher
also participated in the 9 November Putsch in 1923, skipping school to do so
(Deutschmann 1991:273).
Hitler appointed Streicher as Gauleiter (governor) of Franconia in 1925 and the
latter happily began his reign of terror, earning the nickname "Bloody Czar"
(Deutschmann 1991:274). He delighted in walking through the streets of Nuremberg with
a whip, bullying people, and inciting violence towards the Jews. The dungeon of the
Rathaus, still furnished with medieval torture instruments, was a favorite place of his to
visit (Wykes 1970:49-50). Streicher's activities were so obnoxious that in 1928 he was
dismissed from his teaching post 'Tor conduct unbecoming a teacher," something in which
he took great pride (Snyder 1976:336).
The vigorous sales of Der Sturmer, the confiscation of Jewish property, and
money obtained through extortion and blackmail made Streicher a millionaire but
eventually his antics became too obnoxious for even the Nazi Party. His disreputable
financial dealings, sexual scandals, and personal attacks on other Party leaders led to an
investigation in 1939, initiated by Hermann Goering and the SD (Deutschmann 1991:275).
Hitler reluctantly dismissed him to his farm in 1940 but never criticized the viciousness of
Streicher's anti-Semitism or his newspaper (Snyder 1976:337). Streicher was arrested by
the Americans in 1945 and put on trial at Nuremberg in 1946; found guilty of crimes
toward humanity, he was executed. Wykes accuses Streicher, along with the opportunistic
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Nazi mayor of Nuremberg, Willy Liebel, "for the exploitation and perversion of the town's
historical and cultural assets" (1970:9).
The rallies transformed Nuremberg into a "dream microcosm" for Nazi ideology
and Hitler's personality (McRandle 1965:17). Many contemporary observers have
recorded notable observations about the state of the city and the participants during the
festival. To French ambassador Francois-Poucet, "Nuremberg was a city devoted to
revelry and madness; almost a city of convulsionaries, Holy Rollers and the like"
(Spielvogel 1996:150). William Shirer observed, "I was a little shocked at the faces,
especially those of the women... they reminded me of the crazed expressions I saw once
in...Louisiana on the faces of some Holy Rollers... they looked up at [Hitler] as if he were a
Messiah, their faces transformed into something positively inhuman" (Wykes 1970:12).
The use of the term "Holy Roller" by two different writers is of interest, suggesting the
emotional, mystical, and charismatic nature of Nazism, qualities also associated with the
American folk church as defined by Clements, for which "Holy Rollers" is often a negative
term (1984). Again, the suggestion is that National Socialism had religious qualities and
that the Party rally was as meaningful to the participants as revival meetings to the "Holy
Rollers."
By the end of WWII, ninety percent of the famous old city had been destroyed,
10, 000 people died during the massive Allied bombing, 13,000 were wounded, and
350,000 went homeless (Deutschmann 1991:23). Despite the destruction and ensuing
difficulties, the Allies chose Nuremberg to be the site of the 1946 trials for obvious
symbolic reasons.
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Jackson Spielvogel notes a major difference between the rallies held in the 1920s
during the Party's Kampfzeit (time of struggle) and those held after the Nazis came to
power in the 1930s. The earlier rallies were more aggressive in tone, more openly antiSemitic, and more revolutionary, while the later rallies were more polished, festive, and
projected an image of peace, unity, and prosperity (1996:148-149). In the 1930s Hitler
"played the role of the peace-loving father because it served his diplomatic purposes"
(Burden 1967:17). This change of course reflects the Nazis' establishment of power but
also indicates how cleverly they could hide their intentions when it suited them, to create
an attractive image of a strong, peaceful nation that would impress both German and
foreign participants. In his analysis of the Party rallies, Karl Friedrich Reimers finds that
the character of the rallies stems from the vigorous 5 March 1933 elections, through
which the Nazis sought to make official their recently acquired power. Reimers lists the
following "landmarks" of the rallies: "Appell', Feier, Kult, Magie" (role call, festival, cult,
and magic) (1979:217). The Reichsparteitage were to impress not only the Germans but
also the world "with the strength and prestige of the Nazi movement" (Snyder 1976:252).
The Reichsparteitage in the 1920s
The NSDAP held its first convention on January 27-29, 1923, in Munich, a year
that saw the postwar economic crisis at its worst and the occupation of the Ruhr by the
French. Alfred Rosenberg assisted in the planning of the program, a duty he continued in
subsequent Parteitage (Burden 1967:21). Hitler held the rally in part to find support from
other like-minded political groups and the general public (1967:13). His proclamation in
the 27 January edition of the Volkischer Beobachter outlined his other concerns: agitating
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against Communism, overthrowing the Weimar government, and the "stab-in-the-back"
legend (1967:14). The rally also aimed to represent Nazi unity from all over the country
and not just in Bavaria. Approximately 15,000 to 20,000 people attended (Rawlings and
Passmore 1993:6). One of the earliest and most basic Nazi rituals, the Fahnemveihe, the
consecration of new flags by touching them with an original party flag began with this first
rally, as well as the playing of Wagner's operatic music and traditional German music, and
the use of special trains (Sonderziige) to bring in participants from all over the country
(1967:16,19).
Speakers at the meetings on the 27th included Hitler and Rosenberg's mentor,
Dietrich Eckart, and Germans from Austria and Czechoslovakia. Hitler's speech was the
climax of each meeting. Boldly denying that the Party was planning a Putsch, he called for
the end of the Versailles Treaty and war-debt, and the arrest of the "November criminals"
(Nazi slang for the Weimar government) (Burden 1967:17-18). On the 28th, the
Fahnemveihe ritual took place on the Marzfeld (Mars Field) "with 6000 Storm Troopers
shivering in the snow" (Deutschmann 1991:183). In his speech about the symbolism of the
swastika flag, Hitler declared that no Jew would ever be allowed to touch the Nazi flag
(Reimers 1979:223). More meetings and speeches took place that night and on the 29th
with Hitler's re-election as chairman of the Party. Burden notes with interest that while
this first rally was successful and set the ritual program for the other rallies, unlike 9
November and 30 January, the Nazis never made the date of the first rally into an
anniversary (1967:10). After 1923, each party gathering "provided the new 'tradition'
which became the basis for the next...there was a consistent trend toward ever increasing
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size, sound, and visual effects" (Deutschmann 1991:182).
On 1 September 1923 the Nazis also participated in a nationalist festival called
Deutscher Tag (German Day), a mass gathering in Nuremberg of various right wing and
nationalist groups to celebrate the victory of the Prussian army over the French at Sedan
in 1870. Julius Streicher and Willy Liebel helped to organize the celebration and invited
Hitler. This festival protested the failures of the Weimar government to deal with the
inflation and the threat of Communism, and drew 100,000 participants (Deutschmann
1991:180). The memorial service for the WWI dead was a moving event for the
participants of the festival, and speeches and parades also took place. The Nazis borrowed
the rituals for honoring the fallen of WWI from the German Day (Reimers 1979:223).
Burden writes that "With this meeting in Nuremberg, the rally as an effective propaganda
medium was well developed" (1967:29).
The second official NSDAP rally took place in Weimar, on 3-4 July 1926,
somewhat better times for the Weimar Republic but a crisis time for the Party. After the
failed Putsch, the government had banned the Nazi Party while Hitler had been in jail.
Having emerged from Landsberg as the Fuhrer, he needed a rally to re-establish his
movement. The province in which the town of Weimar was located, Thuringia, was one of
the few places where the Nazis could meet and speak legally. The first commemorative
badges were sold forfiftyPfennig at this rally as a means of revenue to bolster Party funds
(Wykes 1970:78). Hitler stated that the rallies were not places of parliamentary debate but
mass demonstrations of unity and strength (Burden 1967:31). The year 1926 also marked
a few important events in the Party history: the Hitler Youth was officially founded,
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Joseph Goebbels pledged his loyalty to Hitler and the tradition of the Blutfahne (the flag
from the 1923 Putsch) flag-consecration ritual also began with this rally (Deutschmann
1991:34).
The speeches repeated the same topics: the abolition of the Versailles Treaty and
the Weimar Republic, the uses of propaganda, and the threat of Communism and Judaism.
Rosenberg spoke about the Nazi press and Goebbels outlined the foundations for his
future mass media propaganda machine (Burden 1967:34). Hitler declared that one of the
main functions of National Socialism was to "revive the nationalist spirit in the Germans
and to nourish their aspirations for greatness" (1967:35). He managed to stimulate his
movement again but non-NS newspapers noted that many of Hitler's followers were very
poor and behaved in a rowdy and obnoxious fashion (1967:36-37). It is interesting to note
that pictures from these early rallies show the participants dressed in folk costumes,
especially the Bavarians—perhaps indicating an early, conscious use of folk traditions to
make the Nazi cause appealing.
In 1927, the NSDAP created three Reichsparteitage traditions: the choice of
Nuremberg as the city of the rallies, the assignment to each rally a theme name, and the
development of a highly efficient organization. The 20-22 August 1927 rally was the first
one to be held in Nuremberg and "the first massive demonstration of the National Socialist
strength and solidarity as a political power" in which the Party celebrated its traditions and
ideology (Burden 1967:38). Again, Streicher and Liebel offered their organizational skills.
The Nazis named this convention Der Tag der Erwachenden (the Day of Awakening), and
160,000 people attended (Rawlings and Passmore 1993:7).
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The basic outline of future rallies was also created in 1927. The Gauleiter of
Bavaria, Adolf Wagner, read Hitler's opening proclamation so that Hitler could save his
voice for his major speeches, and all future rallies would be opened that way. On the
evening of the second day, 20,000 members of the S A marched in a torchlight parade
through the city and past the Deutscher Hof hotel where Hitler stayed every year
(Deutschmann 1991:184). The consecration of the flags with the Blood Flag took place on
the Luitpoldhain. Hitler again gave a speech on the symbolism of the flag. The SA and SS
paraded through the city, and Rosenberg and Goebbels gave speeches during the closing
ceremonies (Burden 1967:40-43). The Zeppelinwiese and Luitpoldhain were both used for
the first time.
Burden notes that the speeches were the most interesting aspect of the 1927 rally
because of their marked anti-Semitism (1967:45). Rosenberg attacked the American banks
that financed the loans for Germany's war reparations as controlled by Jews (1967:42-43).
The Gauleiter of Thuringia, Arthur Dinter, outlined an anti-Semitic doctrine of laws in a
five-point plan that would take away the civil rights of Jews and forbid miscegenation
(1967:43-44). Hitler's closing speech, his only one, took up the topic of Lebensraum
(living space), the need for German territorial expansion and a key Nazi concept (1967:4445). Burden records the disturbing note that Jews who remained in Nuremberg were often
imprisoned (1967:39). Wykes adds that Streicher and Liebel forced Jews who had been
convicted of civil offences to clean up the rally grounds in anticipation for the event
(1970:100).
The 1927 rally does not appear to have been as successful as the Nazis hoped. The
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Miinchener Post wrote: "The citizens of Nuremberg are happy to have the party days of
the NSDAP behind them...the working people reacted very cooly to the Wilhelminian
megalomania of the party members" (italics mine, Burden 1967:45). It is interesting that
this journalist connected Nazi pageantry with the last Kaiser's, as it was Wilhelm II who
had re-introduced the feudal romance during his reign with parades and festivals of his
own.
The year 1928 was a difficult one for the Nazis, who saw their popularity decline
as the Weimar Republic experienced its final halcyon days, the economy seemingly
stabilized by American loans. The fourth Party Convention, the Party Day of Composure,
was held on 1-4 August 1929 and also marked the tenth anniversary of the founding of the
NSDAP. This festival was the first true Nazi mass spectacle, a weaving of techniques from
opera, film, and stage in addition to established Party rituals (Wykes 1970:104). The Party
used fireworks for the first time and created new rituals venerating the dead
(Totenehrung) involving Nuremberg's newly built WWI memorial (Burden 1967:49).
Deutschmann notes this rally was successful because it was held on the fifteenth
anniversary of the declaration of WWI (1991:184). Since the war was holy to the Nazis,
they celebrated it fervently.
Hitler blessed thirty-four new SA standards with the Blutfahne (Deutschmann
1991:185) and while doing so, spectators chanted "DeutschlandErwachel" (Germany
Awake), the slogan contributed by Dietrich Eckart. In his following speech, Hitler
narrated the history of the party and the meaning of WWI .There was also a four-hour
parade of SA, SS, and HJ members; later that afternoon, the main speeches took place.
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Rosenberg's speech is notable for his misinterpretation of Herder in his assertion that
democracy and internationalism alienated people while nationalism united them (Burden
1967:51). The theme of Hitler's final speech was again German national power; he
worried that the best and most able people were emigrating to America, leaving the weak
and disabled to make Germany "a stale tourist country" (1967:54).
A few violent incidents marred the "composure" of this festival, making it a tense
one by the end. A man tried to knife a Storm Trooper in the back but was arrested, while a
sniper shot another Party member and yet another Nazi was stabbed. Overall opinion
decided that again the rally was not quite as successful as it could have been (Burden
1967:54). Street brawls with Communists also occurred (Deutschmann 1991:185).
However, at least Joseph Goebbels was pleased with the rally; he enthused in his diary in
his typical Romantic style, "Hitler, loved and gentle shepherd of the flock! Your praise for
my pageant at Nuremberg was like honey in the draught of life!" (Wykes 1970:117).
The 1929 rally is especially notable because it took place shortly before the final
factors that would ensure the success of the NSDAP: the stock market crash and the
ensuing Great Depression. The festival guidebook edited by Alfred Rosenberg, Fuhrer
zum vierten Reichsparteitag der NSDAP, is an auto-ethnography of a political group
struggling to stay together and to attract people's attention through exciting events and
sophisticated propaganda. On the front cover is a picture of the 1929 Party Day Medal,
which is shaped like a medieval shield. The medal is topped by a representation of
Nuremberg's castle and depicts the Nazi eagle with a swastika wreath clutched in its
talons, perched on a WWI helmet with the dates 1914 and 1919 written on the sides. The

152

image subtly tells readers they could easily buy a medal and thus become participants in
both the Nazi festival and in German history.
An essay by Hitler opens the collection of Nazi writings and the top of the page
announces "Welcome to Albrecht Diirer's city!" (1929:5) again impressing the reader with
a link between the Nazi Party and German history. Photographs of the old city are also
included. Rudolf HeB contributes a romantic poem about the WWI battle of Verdun and
Rosenberg's essay connects the excitement felt by the Germans at the outbreak of WWI in
1914 to the excitement they feel (he hopes) at the rally (1929:14). A program of events,
parades, and train schedules follows, examples of the Nazis' careful attention to the details
of organization of the rallies. On Friday 2 August, Heinrich Himmler gave a speech on the
peasantry (1929:18) and a ritual honoring the WWI dead took place on Sunday 4 August
(1929:23).
Participants could pick and choose to attend a full day of events. For example, on
Saturday, 3 August, they could start the day at 8:00 AM with a presentation on the press
chaired by Rosenberg, attend another one about propaganda chaired by Goebbels at
10:00, and then watch a film about the 1927 rally at noon in the Weltkino for 1.10 RM
(1929:20-21). They could end the weekend with the 8:00 PM double concert of SA bands
from Nuremberg and Vienna (1929:24). Charts helped the participants to match the colors
of the marching formations and S A collar tabs and flags with their specific regions, and
maps helped them to find their way through Nuremberg. To the participant who is not
thinking critically, the events seem to be fun and National Socialism appears friendly and
exciting.
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Interspersed throughout the publication are several advertisements for the Nazi
newspapers, Volkischer Beobachter and Der Angriff. Ads for Nazi-friendly stores are
marked with a swastika. The Josef Heinrichs men's store announces that it sells "HitlerKleidun,g" (Hitler clothing) (1929:3). Jacob Reinhardt's stationary and office supply store
sells postcards of the rally as well as flags and armbands (1929:31). Readers also learn
that an SA uniform cost about 20.10 RM that year (1929:52).
The 1929 Reichsparteitage was also the last one to take place before the Nazis
came to power in 1933. During the next years the Party struggled to stay together and
focused on election campaigns. In 1931, Berlin SA leader, Horst Wessel, was murdered by
a Communist, and turned into a martyred folk hero by Goebbels to keep the public's
attention on the Party (Baird 1990). The Nazis now had to focus their energies and money
on election campaigns and propaganda to persuade the public they were the only
alternative to Communism and ailing capitalism. Deutschmann finds that these campaigns
took on a festival atmosphere as Hitler energetically traveled through the country by car
and plane (1991:185).
The Reichsparteitage in the 1930s
The NSDAP held its fifth rally on 31 August to 3 September 1933 and called it
Parteitag des Sieges (Party Day of Victory) in celebration of the achievement of power in
January. The Party celebrated its victory over democracy and the Parteitage now became
a national institution (Burden 1967:75). Hitler became Chancellor of Germany and had
received enough support from the Reichstag in March to pass the Enabling Act that gave
him absolute power, another Nazi manipulation of the Weimar government (Snyder
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1976:84). The aging von Hindenburg remained President, but Hitler had the power. Now
the Parteitage became a national project, one that employed the latest techniques in mass
media "to drown the nation in propaganda" and a record number of people was expected
(Burden 1967:66). The connection with German history also became a full-scale project:
Willy Liebel, mayor of Nuremberg, presented to Hitler at his arrival at the Rathaus a copy
of Diirer's famous engraving, "The Knight, Death, and the Devil" and the opening session
of the congress began with the overture from Wagner's Die Meistersinger (1967:68).
The 1933 rally also highlighted the presence of Hitler's closest collaborator in his
rise to power, Ernst Rohm, head of the S A. Rohm was one of many WWI veterans who
refused to reconcile themselves to civilian life under the Weimar government, and joined
the NSDAP early on, and participated in the 1923 Putsch. In 1930, Hitler put Rohm in
charge of organizing and recruiting men into the S A. The Storm Troopers aided the Nazi
cause in their fanatical way by fighting the Communists in the streets, bullying Jews and
boycotting Jewish stores, and harassing voters at the polls during elections. Rohm's
contribution to ritual at the rally was "a piece of sinister pageantry" (Burden 1967:68).
After the Blutfahne had been carried up to the platform, he read the names of the Party
martyrs. The solemnity of the ceremony surprised the correspondent from the New York
Times, who was much more used to the casual atmosphere of American political
gatherings. In the annual march past that marked the last day of the rallies, Rohm stood
beside Hitler in his car, signifying his importance (1967:73).
The 1933 rally expanded the number of speeches, parades, and spectacles to mark
the Party's new power. And the press, now in control of the Party, turned the rallies into a
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major event, underlining Alessandro Falassi's point that in modern societies the mass
media brings audiences closer to festivals (1997:301). One NS newspaper excitedly
described the rally as the expression of "the magic spell of the master race" (Burden
1967:74). But underneath the glossy appearance, the ideology and attitude remained the
same: anti-Communism, anti-Semitism, Aryan supremacy, and the great mission of the
Party and the German Volk. These Nazi beliefs and attitudes bewildered the correspondent
from the New York Times, who tried to make sense of this "brown world" (1967:74).
Rawlings and Passmore note that the weather was very pleasant during that week in
September and the NS term for such weather, "Fuhrer Wetted (Fuhrer Weather), came
from this rally (1993:9). The rally also marked the increased attendance of foreign
delegates, who came from South America, Asia, Scandinavia, and Italy (Wykes
1970:133).
On the last day, Hitler blessed 316 new banners and his speeches on racial purity
reflected the influence of Darre and Rosenberg (Deutschmann 1991:186). Rosenberg's
speech in particular symbolized Nazi trickery concerning the Jews. He celebrated Nazism
as the rebirth of nationalism and assured the audience that National Socialism was not
about racial hatred but rather Aryan purity and creativity, even stating outright that the
Party would not persecute the Jews but focus on fighting Communism (Burden 1967:7071). However, an observer from the New York Times observed the intimidation of the
Jews and the boycotting of Jewish shops by overenthusiastic Storm Troopers; many Jews
who did not leave town were even forced to stay in the enforced ghetto of their synagogue
(Wykes 1970:128,131). Hitler's closing speech on the last night expounded on the theme
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of "higher' races who had contributed more to the world than "lower" races (Burden
1967:73).
An auto-ethnography connected with the 1933 Parteitage is the little-seen but
much speculated about documentary made by Leni Riefenstahl entitled Sieg des Glaubens
(Victory of Faith). This film was the first one commissioned by Hitler for Riefenstahl to
direct; he asked, cajoled, persuaded, and then finally ordered her into making it. The film
was thought to be lost or deliberately hidden by Riefenstahl, although she declares the
accusations to be untrue in her recent memoirs (1995:151). She complains that the making
of the film was "a thankless task" and that she was "anything but happy" when she
reviewed the outcome, although Hitler was "enthralled" by it (1995:150-151).
Deutschmann describes the film as similar to Triumph of the Will but lacking "in the later
film's aesthetic polish" (1991:189).
In his documentary about Riefenstahl, Ray Muller shows a few scenes from Sieg
des Glaubens, mostly of Hitler and Rohm reviewing the SA. The narrator comments that
the Nazis had not yet learned to march like Nazis and indeed the mass of men look
confused and disorganized (1993). Rohm is always by Hitler's side and the Fuhrer appears
to be faintly annoyed by the SA chiefs arrogance, hinting at the trouble to come.
The 1934 Party Convention went by the name Tag der Einheit (Day of Unity) and
was the first to last an entire week, 5-10 September. It presented the final form that the
rest of the rallies would follow as the new Party tradition. In Deutschmann's analysis, this
rally "occurred at the point of history when the purpose of its massive demonstration as
converted from protest against the Weimar state into a ceremonial demonstration for the
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Third Reich" (italics author's 1991:186). The festival took on more religious overtones
and Hitler appeared to be, if not the Messiah, then at least the high priest of National
Socialism, a shaman drumming his community into ecstasy.
An official planning committee, headed by a Party member named Rudolf
Schmeer, had worked on the logistics of organization of accomodation, food, and
transportation for the increasing number of participants since April (Burden 1967:77).
Train schedules had to be worked out to the precise minute, and thousands of people had
to be housed, fed, and entertained. Entrance fees were charged for some of the events,
again like the annual badges, a means to raise revenue for the Party and rally expenses.
The convention was also called the Tag der Macht (Day of Power), because since
September 1933 Hitler had consolidated his power, became President of Germany as well
as Chancellor since the passing of President von Hindenburg on 2 August 1934, and faced
a power struggle within the Party (Burden 1967:76). After Hitler came to power legally
on 30 January 1933, Rohm and the SA felt slighted. They wanted a "second revolution"
that emphasized the socialism in National Socialism and created a left wing faction in the
Party against the others who stressed nationalism. Rohm made the SA into a sizable
private army (2 million men by 1933) and wanted to incorporate the SA into the Army, an
offensive idea to that bastion of German conservatism: in the opinion of the generals, the
brown-shirted rowdies had no place among the military elite. Hitler, always the
consummate politician, wanted the support of the Army and recognized Rohm as a
potential problem. He had been reluctant to do anything right away about the situation
because he was close to Rohm and appreciated the role of the S A in the fight for power.
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The tough adventurer was one of the very few people with whom Hitler ever used the
familiar W

form, a proof of their friendship (Snyder 1976:297-298).

The tension between Hitler and Rohm over the future of the S A had come to a
head by the summer of 1934. Leaders of the armed forces demanded that Hitler do
something about the SA (Burden 1967:77), and rumors flew around Germany announcing
Rohm would lead a rebellion against Hitler although the SA leader denied it. After
begging Rohm not to cause trouble, Hitler ordered him and the S A to go on vacation in
June in the Bavarian resort town on Lake Tegern, Bad Wiesee on 4 June 1934.
While the S A recuperated, Hitler met with Goering, Goebbels, and Himmler and
planned the operation that would be known as the Blood Purge, or the Night of the Long
Knives. On the night of 30 June, Rohm, his followers in the SA, and other people thought
to be conspiring against the new regime or having obstructed the Nazis in the past were
murdered by a team of SS men under the direction of Himmler throughout the country.
Rohm was surprised when Hitler burst into his room and demanded his arrest; he refused
to commit suicide and was shot by the SS. In all, an estimated 175 to 200 people were
assassinated. On 13 July Hitler gave a speech in the Reichstag in which he accused Rohm
of plotting against him and justified his action as a form of "higher justice" that was legal
(Snyder 1976:31-33). This event marked the rise in power of the SS and Heinrich
Himmler; from now on they would be the guardians of National Socialism.
The distressing events of the Night of the Long Knives and the passing of
President von Hindenburg, the last symbol of the stable, idealized pre-WWI era, loomed
over the 1934 convention, making it a potentially tense one. Hitler needed to present a
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unified image of the Party and convince people that his absolute control as leader of the
Party and leader of the country was justified and necessary for its welfare. He also had to
convince the SA that they were still important to the Party, despite their loss of power to
the SS and introduce Rohm's replacement, Viktor Lutze, a quiet man who posed no threat
to Hitler.
But the Party also had other successes to celebrate in addition to Hitler's
assumption of total power. As mentioned in Chapter Four, 1934 saw the creation of the
RAD (Reich Labor Service), which helped to relieve the mass unemployment Germany
suffered. During the opening speeches on the first day, NSDAP press chief Otto Dietrich
celebrated the good news: 4.5 million men had been employed again, thus lowering the
unemployment rate to 2.5 million, thanks to the KdF (Kraft durch Freude, Strength
Through Joy) organization under Dr. Ley, 1.5 million Germans had enjoyed vacations
abroad, marriages rates increased, and crime rates had been drastically lowered. Burden,
however, astutely points out that it is difficult to separate truth from propaganda in
official Nazi proclamations (1967:78). The men in the RAD participated in the festival for
the first time, impressing viewers with military drills done with spades instead of rifles, and
disciplined performances of chanting slogans (Sprechchor) and marching (1967:83-84).
At the 1934 Parteitage, the Party created another new means of celebration: the
museum exhibit. The Party's official publisher, Eher Verlag, sponsored an exhibit at the
Museum of Transportation of Nazi auto-ethnographies—books, pamphlets, photographs,
and manuscripts. A glass case displayed an anti-Semitic tract by Martin Luther from 1519,
and another displayed copies of Charlemagne's imperial insignia (his orb, scepter, and
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crown); again, both displays were to impress the viewer with the connection between the
First and Third Reichs. And finally, one room focused entirely on Mein Kampf (Burden
1967:78-79). The Party museum exhibits match John Dorst's definition of the postmodern
vernacular, "characterized precisely by this self-referentiality minus reflexivity"
(1989:115). Throughout their history, the Nazis engaged in the ceaseless reproduction of
images of themselves (1989:4) but their activity was aimed at persuasion, not reflection.
Other new additions to the Reichsparteitage included increased numbers of foreign
delegates, the homage of Germans living in other countries, Hitler's address to members
of the National Socialist Frauenschaft (the Women's Organization), large groups
demonstrating synchronized gymnastics, the featuring of the Wehrmacht (the armed
forces) on their own day with war games and ritual battle which proved to be very popular
with the spectators, and a serenade of bands under Hitler's hotel room window on the last
night (Burden 1967:79,86,89-90). It was also the first time Hitler came to Nuremberg by
plane, yet another clever propaganda ploy that would be showcased dramatically in
Triumph of the Will.
The speeches of this rally are notable for the way they attempt to distort reality,
fitting Winfried Gebhardt's thesis that Nazi festivals were indeed the "Instrument zur
Uberwaltigung der WirklichkeiF ("the instrument to overpower reality") (1987:155). In
his speech that officially opened the Parteitag, Rudolf HeB saluted President von
Hindenburg as "our foremost soldier" of the Nazi revolution when in reality the field
marshall had regarded the Nazis as little more than obnoxious upstarts. His speech is
"typical of the way in which the Nazis linked all the symbols that Germans venerated with
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their own cause " (Deutschmann 1991:47).
During his reading of Hitler's proclamation, as he did every year, the Gauleiter of
Bavaria, Wagner, spoke about the difference between revolution and evolution, stressing
that National Socialism was really about the latter concept. Rosenberg, in his introduction
to Hitler's first official speech, praised the Fuhrer's cultural policies. Hitler's speech then
produced another one of Nazism's notorious slogans, the 'Thousand-Year Reich," when
he said, "The nervous nineteenth century has reached its end. There will not be another
revolution in Germany in the next 1,000 years" (Burden 1967:80-81). He spoke about the
eventual Nazification of the church and accused the Jews of destroying German art and
culture since the Middle Ages (1967:82). Burden points out that despite Nazi claims to the
contrary, the culture of National Socialism as revealed in the speeches and spectacles was
little more than "lower-middle-class ideas on culture, the well-worn tepid prejudices and
narrow-minded views" (1967:83). Foreign correspondents' reactions to the rallies were
now censored or distorted to fit propaganda needs (1967:90).
Burden finds that the climax for the 1934 rally was the meeting of 180,000 district
leaders on 7 September on the Zeppelinwiese who paraded in with Speer's "sea of flags"
formation (1967:85). Hitler's speech was timed with the change from dusk to evening,
when bonfires were lit and Speer's cathedral of searchlights created its luminous columns
around the field. After Hitler spoke, the leaders swore an oath of allegiance to him and
followed his car in a torchlight parade into Nuremberg (1967:85-86). The oath ceremony
illustrates Robert Koehl's thesis that National Socialism attempted to revive feudalism.
Gebhardt's analysis agrees with Burden's, as she describes this meeting as a
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"consecration" bestowed by Hitler to his regional representatives (1987:150). The ritual
oath-taking is also a good example of the role of ritual in the creation of the state, a new
direction for research on ritual (Evans 1996:1123). By 1934 the Party began to merge
with the state in its quest for total control of Germany.
After the enthusiastic meeting with the Hitler Youth on 8 September, the tense
meeting with the SA on the 9th in the Luitpold Arena required all of Hitler's oratorical
finesse. Along with Lutze and Himmler, Hitler enacted another important rally ritual—
Totenehrung, the honoring of the WWI dead and Party martyrs by placing a wreath at the
memorial in the Luitpoldhain in solemn silence, a dramatic moment in Triumph of the Will.
Hitler then spoke to the SA (while protected by the SS) and assured them that he would
not disband them and that they were not to blame for what he called the "shadow" that
had fallen over the Party (Riefenstahl 1935). Lutze pledged his loyalty to the Fuhrer and
the meeting ended with the now-traditional ritual of the consecration of the flags with the
Blutfahne (Burden 1967:87-89).
The 1934 Reichsparteitage was the first to contain a festival within a festival: the
Volksfest (folk/people festival) put on by Ley's KdF (Strength through Joy) organization,
featured a passion play of National Socialism, detailing its history in tableaux, folksongs,
and Party songs with performers in folk costume (Burden 1967:89). The Volksfest took
place in the sports stadium on 8 September and also featured the display of mass
gymnastics, folk dancing, and spectacular fireworks.
Rawlings and Passmore provide the numbers of people who attended in 1934. Out
of the half million expected, there were: 180,000 political leaders, 88,000 surviving

163

members of the SA, 12,000 SS men, 60,000 Hitler Youths, 50,000 members of the RAD,
120,000 regular party members, and 9,000 other Party functionaries (1993:10). Having
established his power with this rally, Hitler now felt confident the Germans would obey
him without question (Burden 1967:91).
Triumph of the Will
The cover of the festival guidebook for 1934 depicts a fierce, blond knight in
profile in late medieval-style armor, large, raised sword, and a swastika on his shield. The
message of virile, indeed militant masculinity is obvious. But the auto-ethnography most
associated with this rally is of course Leni Riefenstahl's famous film, Triumph des Wiliens
(Triumph of the Will), which was shown in Berlin in 1935 in a gala premier (Deutschmann
1991:27). Its premier at the theater was itself a festival event with music and attended by
the Party leaders (Burden 1967:98). There is very little documentary film available on the
rallies in the 1920s as it was probably too expensive for the struggling Party (1967:93) and
thus Triumph gives us the best idea of what the rallies were like. The Nazis became
intrigued by the new medium of film as a means of propaganda and Goebbels was
obsessed with it (Hull 1973:10). Both Hitler and Goebbels made a point of seeing as many
films as they could and befriending people in the movie industry. David Stewart Hull notes
that "the Nazi bullies, suffering from the smallness of their own personal appeal, were
attracted to the public's favorites" (1973:7). Burden notes that it is astonishing how the
Nazis recorded their regime in film in such detail, turning the medium of film from a
record of history to a falsification of it (1967:99).
In the 20s and early 30s Riefenstahl was a public favorite because of her work in

164

the uniquely German genre of mountain films shot on location in the Alps and her awardwinning, Mdrchen-Vke film Das blaue Licht (The Blue Light) which she directed and
starred in (1932). What makes Triumph so different from other documentaries is that it
portrays the events from the perspective of the participants without narration or
interpretation (Deutschmann 1991:28). A full analysis of this remarkable film and its
controversial, brilliant director is beyond the scope of this work, but I will mention aspects
of interest to folklorists and will refer to key scenes in other sections. Triumph of the Will
is Riefenstahl's fiction of National Socialism and the 1934 Reichsparteitage.
In a somewhat tongue-in-cheek review of Leni Riefenstahl's recently published
memoirs, Jack Kroll describes her infamous Triumph of the Will as "a fascist Woodstock,
a clarion call to a seductively, falsely transcendent community" (1993:72), an apt
description. From a film criticism perspective, Triumph of the Will is both propaganda and
a film about a propaganda event. From a folkloristic perspective, it is a film ethnography
of a festival. It is "an impressive document of the 'honeymoon stage' of Nazism, in which
Hitler appears as the "warrior-prophet-hero"(Deutschmann 1991:2-3). Riefenstahl used
four basic elements—light, darkness, sound, and silence (Barsam 1975:70)—to make the
rally into a mystical and mythical event.
Hitler, a frustrated artist, saw in Riefenstahl what he wanted to be himself: the
untouchable, perfectionist artist, maker of heroic images that influenced people deeply
(Muller 1993). Riefenstahl created a theater of myth with images often based on folklore
just as he did and Hitler wanted her to make the rally films precisely for this reason; he did
not want a plain film documentary but art based in myth. Her anti-intellectual approach
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mirrored his own. Deutschmann lists the similarities Riefenstahl had with Hitler, namely
love of nature, belief in willpower, elevation of the aesthetic and beautiful over the
mundane and ordinary, and beliefs in purity, heroic masculinity, and athleticism; these
Volkisch themes had set her work apart from the more cosmopolitan themes of Weimar
films (1991:210). Although she at first protested making the rally films, Hitler at first
ignored her and then finally ordered her to make them (1991:212). The two purposes of
Triumph were to show the unity of the Party and to introduce the leaders to the Germans;
it also was made to impress foreign audiences with the German "rebirth" and maybe even
frighten them (Hull 1973:75).
The slow pace of the two-hour film sometimes feels "monotonous and repetitive"
(Winston 1997:28) due to the focus on ritual, which also makes the film seem like an
"imperial or religious procession" (Barsam 1975:28). Germanic and Wagnerian symbols
are used throughout. In the opening scene, Hitler flies through thick clouds to Nuremberg,
which arises from a mist to music based on variations of Wagner and the Horst Wessel
song. This image evokes Nordic myths of Odin descending from Valhalla and the Nazi
symbolism of the eagle (Deutschmann 1991:32-33), and infuses the viewers' minds from
the beginning with myth. The sequence is also a representation of one of Riefenstahl's
main themes: the solitary, god-like leader and the obedient masses beneath him (Barsam
1975:46). Volksgemeinschaft is depicted along with a score of contemporary folk music in
an early morning scene of the SA, SS, and HJ having breakfast, a scene intended to be
light-hearted and happy although Richard Barsam cogently points out that it actually
reveals the Nazis' true intention towards people: as "a herd of animals" the men and boys
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"sleep on piles of straw, they wash in troughs, and they are fed out of buckets" (1975:36).
The Harvest Parade scene that follows is of particular interest to folklorists: to a
soundtrack of more traditional Bavarian folk music, peasants from all over Germany come
to pay homage to Hitler and present him with the fruits of harvest. The peasants stare at
Hitler with obvious reverence and he appears relaxed and interested in them as a man of
the people, folk hero, and as the Fuhrer (Barsam 1975:37). Thus we see an example of the
emphasis on the peasantry as the foundation of the Volk in Nazi political mythology. The
score by film composer Herbert Windt also underscores Nazi ideology: it is a combination
of Wagnerian themes, folksongs, military music, and Party songs (Barsam 1975:26), all
meaningful and recognizable to German audiences. The last scene of the film completes
the first: to the swelling sounds of the Horst Wessel Song, a group of RAD march against
a backdrop of the cloud-filled sky from which Hitler had descended, suggesting that
Germany is on the march to the future under the protection of the Fuhrer. The circular
structure gives the viewer a sense of safety and completion.
Deutschmann makes the necessary observation that Riefenstahl was not a critical
observer; such an observer would have made an entirely different and less idealistic film
(1991:3). For example, Riefenstahl's aesthetic vision does not include the drinking in the
beerhalls, the noise coming from the loudspeakers, the rowdy behavior of gangs of SA, the
quiet disappearance of local Jews, copies of Streicher's Der Stumer on the newsstands,
members of the Hitler Youth fainting under the hot sun as they waited for Hitler, or any of
the Nazi leaders in less than heroic poses. The speeches by the Nazi leaders are very short
and generally positive (with the exception of Streicher's slogan about racial purity), which
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makes them look more respectable (1991:51).
The 1934 festival guidebook lists many events Riefenstahl did not cover. Why did
she not film Hitler's speech to the Nazi women's organization? Was it not "artistic"
enough? Also, her sequencing of the film between day and night scenes because it was
more aesthetic do not match the sequence of events as they actually took place
(Deutschmann 1991:31). This cutting and pasting to fit artistic needs creates not a
documentary but a fiction. Barsam points out that editing can create a good movie but can
also mean "deletion, emphasis, and distortion" (1975:27). She also used her telephoto
lens to pick out people in the crowds who looked the most "Aryan"; this technique gives a
feeling of spontaneity and audience participation in the film, but complements the ideology
of racial supremacy. As such it is a potent piece of propaganda, one that shows a "gap
between historical reality and cinematic illusion" (Barsam 1975:32). The film is an
example of what Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett sees as a danger in ethnography: the
process of aestheticization that presents an object or event "uncluttered by distracting
contextual information" (1988:146). Even though the "Night of the Long Knives" had
been reported in the newspapers, there is no direct mention of it in Riefenstahl's document
save Hitler's veiled references to it in his speech to the SA. In Triumph, reality is
transformed into myth by Riefenstahl's subjective techniques and choices—she "takes the
viewer to the events, but she also makes him a participant in them" (italics Barsam
1975:59), thus including the audience into the dynamics of Nazi performance.
Triumph of the Will won the German National Film prize and official praise from
Goebbels in 1935 as well as the Gold Medallion for Arts and Technique in Paris in 1937
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(Deutschmann 1991:214-215). The film has shadowed the postwar career of Riefenstahl
who regrets that she made it yet claims that as an artist, she knew nothing of the political
situation at the time and does not feel responsible (Miiller 1993). Burden writes, " It is
probably one of the most powerful and at the same time most repulsive films ever made"
(1967:97). It "distilled the essence of all the rallies, past and future" (Wykes 1970:146)
and no more full-lengthfilmsof the event were made.
The seventh rally took place on 10-16 September, 1935 and was called Tag der
Freiheit (Day of Freedom). It started off with the crowning by the press of a new folk
hero: a 75 year old SA man who had walked 1,250 miles from his town to see the Fuhrer
(Burden 1967:101). By 1935, the mass spectacle had become well-established: Hitler's
control went unchallenged, the Army was gaining strength in defiance of the Versailles
Treaty, and the procession of events and content of speeches remained essentially the
same, concerning themselves with anti-Semitism, anti-Communism, and Aryan superiority.
A visitor from Britain remarked on the ominous presence of masses of swastika
flags, and the intense noise from aircraft, tanks, music, and announcements from
loudspeakers, and the constant singing, marching, and slogan-chanting by boys and men of
the SA, SS, HJ, and RAD all over Nuremberg (Deutschmann 1991:187). Festivals are
often noisy and boisterous because they need to provide their own energy (Abrahams
1987:180). The Volksfest took place on the Zeppelinwiese that year with sports,
gymnastics, skating, folk dancing, and fireworks. Its theme was the four seasons and the
agricultural year, and featured displays of flowers, fruits, and sheaves of grain (Burden
1967:108). A museum exhibit again displayed Nazi auto-ethnographies, with an emphasis
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on their newspapers and magazines like Volkischer Beobachter, Der SA Mann, and Das
schwarze Korps (1967:111).
There were still notable additions to the festival. Since Riefenstahl's's film had been
so successful, the Party turned to radio under the direction of Goebbels as the next mass
media tool to bring the events of the Reichsparteitage to the German nation, featuring
man-in-the-street interviews as well as daily coverage. The live broadcast again shows the
great concern the Nazis had for the spoken word. A national symphony orchestra was also
added to enhance the musical drama of the events. The numbers of SS attending the rally
increased dramatically, symbolizing Himmler's increasing power. After his ritual arrival via
plane and then motorcade to Town Hall, Hitler received from Mayor Liebel the city's
Imperial Sword (Burden 1967:102).
When he addressed women's issues, Hitler boasted of the strength and charm of
his hard-working RAD men to the gathering of the NS Women's Association, adding that
German women should find their place in the home as mothers and must act as nurses
when men are wounded in fighting, which Burden dryly describes as "a certain conception
of Teutonic heroism" (1967:105). This rally also saw a concentrated focus on the growing
might of the Wehrmacht, and Hitler's defiance of the Versailles Treaty. More mock battle
and war games took place, including an air attack on a model village (1967:111). Earlier
in 1935, Hitler had changed the name of the armed forces to Wehrmacht, a more symbolic
and Germanic name, from the Weimar name Reichswehr (Snyder 1976:375). Leaders of
the armed forces felt snubbed by Riefenstahl's very brief scene of them in Triumph of the
Will (Riefenstahl 1995:162) and Hitler sought to placate them by giving the armed forces
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their own day in the rally week.
The 1935 Parteitag's, most important event was the creation of the Nuremberg
Laws on Citizenship and Race. Three basic components made up the laws: 1.) the
swastika was the official symbol of the German state as well as Nazi Party; 2.) Jews were
exempt from German citizenship; and 3.) marriage and sexual relationships
(miscegenation) between Aryans and Jews were prohibited (Burden 1967:109). Jews were
further prohibited from employing Aryan domestic help and from displaying the national
colors. The Nuremberg laws took away the civil rights of Jews and left them without any
protection against persecution, because again, in National Socialist mythology, they did
not possess German "blood" (Snyder 1976:252). The laws paved the way for the
Holocaust that was to come.
The cover of the 1935 festival guidebook depicts a triple bust of a Storm Trooper,
Hitler, and a steel-helmeted soldier topped by the Nazi eagle clutching a swastika wreath.
HeB' opening statement is of interest: "Moge das deutsche Volk nie wieder vergessen, was
es bedeutet die Freiheit verloren zu haben und wie schwer es ist, sie neu zu erringen"
(May the German folk never again forget what it means to have lost freedom and how
difficult it is to win it anew) (1935:6). A common motif in Nazi propaganda is the
portrayal of the movement as "freedom" against Communism and capitalism. Articles
about the Wehrmacht and the building of the new convention buildings showcase the
concerns of the rally planners in 1935.
The eighth rally, TagderEhre (Day of Honor), occurred on 8-14 September 1936,
a year which witnessed Mussolini's invasion of Ethiopia, Germany's reincorporation of the
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Rhineland, the Olympic Games in Berlin, and the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. Hitler
also launched his Four Year Plan for further economic recovery and self-sufficiency
(autarky). The Nazis continued to traditionalize themselves with a parade of old flags and
a museum exhibit of their banners, flags, and uniforms (Burden 1967:122). New rituals
included the awarding of the regime's own prizes in substitute for the Nobel Prize and a
more elaborate catechism chanted by RAD men extolling work, the Fuhrer, and Germany.
Rosenberg gave the new prize in art to a Storm Trooper who had written folk poetry and
songs about the Party's Kampfzeit (1967:124), again another indication that the Nazis had
moved well into the postmodern vernacular production as defined by Dorst.
The focus of this Convention was anti-Communism, partly in response to the
Spanish Civil War and partly in response to Hitler's awareness that Germany had a
potentially formidable foe in Soviet Russia. Hitler, of course, supported Franco and the
Falange against the Spanish Republic. To educate the public on their anti-Communist
doctrine, the Party came up with the idea of a moving museum exhibit on a train that
would later tour the country. This exhibit displayed anti-Communist propaganda, with
items from both Soviet Russia and the Communist rebellions in Germany after the war.
Even the leader of the Nazi Women's Association, Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, spoke out
against Communism, telling her listeners about the terrible condition of life for Russian
women (Burden 1967:126-127). This focus on anti-Communism misled some observers
into thinking that the Nazis had loosened up the pressure on the Jews and other dissidents
in Germany when the opposite was true (1967:135).
The display of military strength and technological sophistication from the
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Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe in their war games were even more impressive in 1936; it was a
display so overwhelming that one foreign correspondent said, "Please page the Versailles
Treaty" (Burden 1967:132-135). In these displays, Hitler flaunted his disobedience of the
hated Treaty which had drastically reduced Germany's armed forces after WWI. Because
the military, especially the Army, meant so much in German folk culture as a symbol of
national pride and strength, Hitler knew he could win the Germans' hearts through military
pageantry, just as Kaiser Wilhelm II had done in his time.
The festival guidebook for 1936 shows that the Party is well-established in
Germany. The cover features three knights with swords and shields grouped under an
eagle holding a swastika wreath. A portrait of Hitler in the beginning of the booklet
depicts him as relaxed and leaning back in chair, yet with an alert expression that signals
he is in control and not about to relinquish it. As in other Parteitage guidebooks, there are
pictures and brief statements by Rudolf HeB, Julius Streicher, and Dr. Ley. HeB' statement
is typically mystical— "Deutschland wird bestehen—dank dem Fuhrerl" (Germany will
endure—thank the Fuhrer!) (1936:6). Streicher as usual accuses Jews of a world
conspiracy and describes National Socialism as the freedom of the Volk (1936:12).
Again there are guides to the history and places of interest in Nuremberg, train
schedules, telephone numbers of the attending organizations, guides to the multitude of
flags, uniforms, and colors, a detailed schedule of daily events, with the times for Hitler's
speeches in bold print, and even the streets where the men will march. The Party
organizations all contribute essays about themselves. The Wehrmacht expresses its pride
at being featured in this rally (1936:33) and the SA again declares its enduring loyalty to
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Hitler (1936:38). Intriguingly, there is even an article about the SS, which marks its
growing importance in a palatable way, assuring the readers that the greatest wish in the
hearts of the SS is to serve Hitler (1936:40-44). And finally, the organizers of the KdF
Volksfest paint in glowing terms the new happiness of the Germans and the beautification
of Germany thanks to Hitler, and promise that the German athletes who were victorious at
the Olympics will attend the festival (1936:61).
As stated previously, in regard to the 1929 guidebook, the Reichsparteitage sound
like fun to someone caught up in the excitement and their seamless organization made
everything accessible. It is easy to imagine an excited participant circling

^itfjrer

Spridjt at 8:00 AM to the SA and SS on 13 September in the Luitpoldhain (1936:78). An
advertisement depicts a photo album one could buy specifically for pictures of the rally,
promising the customer will be proud to look back on those days in Nuremberg (1936:89).
The accompanying auto-ethnography edited by Hans Kerrl alternates ethnography
with texts of speeches, and opens in a striking Romantic style:
Allj&hrlich, wenn der erste Herbstwind uber die Felder segt, wenn Baum und Strauch die
Farbe ihrer BIStter zu wechseln beginner), ruft die nationalsozialistische Bewegung ihre
Getreuen auf zur grotlen Heerschau nach Nurnberg...[die Parteitage] geben der
Bewegung Ausrichtung und Zielsetzung fur die nSchsten zwdlf Monate des Kampfes und
der Arbeit.
Every year, when the first autumn wind sweeps over the fields, when trees and bushes
begin to change the color of their leaves, the National Socialist movement calls its
faithful to Nuremberg to the great review of the troops...the Party Days give the
movement accomplishments and the setting of goals for the next twelve months of
struggle and work (Kerrl 1936:5).

With this statement, Kerrl makes the annual Parteitage with its political, economic,
and military accomplishments and goals as much a part of nature as the changing of the
leaves. Abrahams defines calendrical festivals as based on the change of seasons, and
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which celebrate fertility and abundance (1982:161-163). As a major calendrical festival,
the Parteitage celebrated the abundance of the new Reich in its various forms of display
and ritual. Fertility was celebrated in a literal way as well; during the 1936 rally hundreds
of teenage girls became pregnant after their visit to Nuremberg (Grunberger 1971:280).
Kerrl's introduction is full of dramatic language and ecstatic statements such as
"wie herrlich dieses Deutschland wieder auferstanden ist" (how wonderfully this
Germany has resurrected again!) (1936:6). He often uses the words Willen, Glauben, Mut,
Kampfen, auferstehen, and Zukunft (will, belief, courage, struggle, resurrect, and future).
Communism is described as "Weltfeind Nr. /" (World enemy number one) and as a
sickness that corrupts a Volk (1936:8). He states that "Die Welt soil wieder einmal in
diesen Tagen von Nurnberg den unerschiitterlichen Willen Deutschlands erleben and
erkennen, den Frieden mit alien seinen Kraften zu wahren und zu erhalten" (The world
shall once again experience and recognize in these days in Nuremberg the unshakeable will
of Germany to obtain and protect peace with all its powers) and that Nuremberg embodies
the unity and strength of the nation (1936:9-10). He points out that while Communism
tears apart countries like Spain and shocks the rest of the world into numbness, Germany
celebrates "das grofie Fest der inneren Einheit und des Friedens" (the big festival of inner
unity and peace) (1936:10).
Much later in the texts of the speeches comes the expected anti-Semitism, as head
of labor Dr. Ley proclaims: "Bolschewismus ist der Lehre judischer Satanei.
Nationalsozialismus ist der Lehre nordischer Einsicht und Vernunjf' (Bolshevism is the
theory of Jewish Satanism. National Socialism is the theory of Nordic insight and reason)

(Kerrl 1936:314). The Nazis were nothing if not consistent in their propaganda; the rest of
the book thunders on in this irrational, heroic style.
Tag der Arbeit (Day of Labor), the ninth rally, took place on 6-13 September,
1937. The Third Reich had experienced uninterrupted national growth, but this growth
was ultimately aimed at the creation of a modern war machine (Burden 1967:137). The
traveling anti-Communist train exhibit found a permanent home in the Nuremberg
Germanic Museum, and Streicher presided over the opening ceremonies (1967:139). A
women's section joined the RAD in its presentations and rituals (1967:141), thus marking
the Nazis' grudging admittance that women were needed in the workforce outside the
home. Rain fell on the Parteitage for the first time, almost the whole week, but Hitler
again was able to extract propaganda from his surroundings and told an assembly of HJ
that life was not always about sunshine but "self-denial, sacrifice, and the discipline of a
healthy, hardy body" (1967:143).
Other notable events that occurred in 1937: Himmler put a friendly face on the SS
by inviting the press and foreign delegates to the SS camp grounds where they pitched
their tents (Burden 1967:144), Hitler demanded the return of German colonies abroad,
and seventeen Luftwaffe planes flew in an impressive swastika formation during armed
forces day (1967:145). The Parteitage had now reached their peak and become tradition.
Last but not least, the Reich Party Days also had the ulterior motive of recruiting other
nations to their cause by inviting and featuring foreign delegates as honored guests
(Deutschmann 1991:48).
Burden writes that by 1937, the organization process had become quite
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streamlined (1967:138). The 1937 festival guidebook illustrates Burden's statement with
an introductory essay by Rudolf Schmeer, who writes that organization is successful only
when participants of a festival do not notice the hard work involved and think that the
festival somehow regulates itself (1937:12). Schmeer's claim concurs with the festival
theory of Scheller and Strobel, who write that festivals must appear spontaneous
(1939:16). The theater of myth produced by Nazi celebrations appealed to the need for
communitas and the Party worked hard to find ways of presentation that would not break
what Cantwell calls the magic of festival (1991). Their methods were highly calculated and
intensive (Zeman 1964:15).
Mayor Liebel contributes an article to the guidebook about the changes in
Nuremberg and the plans for the new buildings (1937:91). A sixteen-page insert advertises
several gift books about Hitler and his career, complete with an application form for the
catalogue. Other advertisements for Mauser guns and the Deutsche Bank focus on
Germany's industry and economic growth . The cover depicts three strong men holding up
a platform or altar laden with grapes and wheat topped by the eagle and swastika, an
agricultural theme that signifies abundance and the peasantry as the heart of the nation.
The Nazis celebrated the tenth rally Tag des Grossdeutschlands (Day of Greater
Germany) on 5-12 September 1938. Hitler had created the Rome-Berlin Axis,
strengthened his hold on the military, incorporated Austria into Germany in the Anschlufi,
and prepared to annex the German Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia. He was at the peak of
his popularity and control—and was preparing for war, unbeknownst to the Germans who
were ready to celebrate peace again. At Hitler's ritual arrival at the Rathaus, Mayor Liebel
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presented him with a copy of the Austrian crown jewels from the Hapsburgs to celebrate
the Anschlufi (Burden 1967:150).
The KdF organization had its own museum exhibition and another exhibit depicted
the need for Germans to fulfill the concept of Lebensraum by moving into the Slavic east.
Hitler and Rosenberg still harangued the crowd about the Jewish destruction of art and
culture and Goebbels distributed the National Prizes for Art and Science to Fritz Todt,
architect of the autobahn, Ferdinand Porsche for his car design, and Willy Messerschmitt
for his airplane design (Burden 1967:151). Other speeches continued to celebrate Nazi
success: Walter Darre, Himmler's former mentor, reported on agriculture and the muchdesired food surplus Germany needed for economic self-sufficiency (1967:153). Goering's
belligerent speech scorned the Czechs and boasted of Germany's military might,
foreshadowing the coming war (1967:154-155). The world's questions and worries about
the Czech crisis loomed over the rally and Hitler's closing speech played with this mood.
He denied that he was about to send troops into Czechoslovakia and demanded the
liberation of the Sudeten Germans from the Czechs, rousing his audience into a fury with
his skilled oratory (1967:157-158). When the week was over, people departing
Nuremberg passed under an archway that read "Goodbye until 1939" (Wykes 1970:158).
But 1938 was the last and most spectacular Reichsparteitag. One American
observer noted that Hollywood could not top the Nazi festival (Burden 1967:154) and
observers at Hitler's last speech (which was translated in foreign newspapers) "agreed that
the frenzy reached heights never before seen at a party rally" (1967:159). The festival
guidebook from that year has on its cover a picture of a nude, heroic man carrying a
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swastika flag and helping another man onto his platform. The second man has a broken
chain on his arm, perhaps symbolizing the "breaking free" of Austria into the Third Reich.
A photo of Hitler on the first page after the title page depicts him in profile like a Roman
emperor, symbolizing the conquering hero that brought back home the Austrians and then
later the Sudeten Germans. An interesting photograph depicts a group of men negotiating
part of an obstacle course, part of the expanded sports events and war games (1938:62).
An essay about the SS contains a notable statement: "Der Stolz einer Rasse entscheidet
iiber ihr SchicksaF (The pride of a race decides its fate) (1938:92). There are more
advertisements, indicating Germany's growing economic prosperity. The guidebook is
smaller than the previous ones, perhaps designed to fit in one's pocket, again another
subtle way to make the Parteitage an appealing event.
The 1939 rally was ironically entitled Tag des Friedens (Day of Peace), and was
supposed to take place on 2-12 September as the grandest festival yet, but Hitler's
invasion of Poland on 1 September put an end to it. National Socialism now was no longer
celebrated in peace but fought for in war. The guidebook covers depicts a Nordic-looking
mother and child relaxing admist agricultural plenty under the Nazi eagle and swastika.
Organization of the Reichsparteitage
Beverly Stoeltje writes that to the outsider, the festival is mysterious because the
structure and organization are rarely visible, making the festival seem spontaneous
(1984:241). As with other forms of propaganda, the Nazis were adept at evoking mystery
and spontaneity; in his 1934 speech to the Party functionaries, recorded in Triumph of the
Will, Hitler even remarks that their gathering in Nuremberg seems mysterious to outsiders
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who cannot understand what the Germans are celebrating (Riefenstahl 1935). But despite
Hitler's fanciful turn of phrase and Schmeer's claims to the contrary in the 1937
guidebook, the Reichsparteitage rituals and ceremonies were far from spontaneous
(Burden 1967:115). Performers in events such as marching, singing, and gymnastics were
chosen and put to practice at home in their home towns long in advance. Hundreds of
special trains (Sonderzuge) brought thousands of people into the city, facilitating the need
for precise schedules, as well as accommodation for housing and food. The organization
needed for the rallies was a daunting task, as hundreds of thousands descended on
Nuremberg every year, and what would have normally been a civilian job became a
military one (Wykes 1970:131). The Nazis practiced their "ominous genius for
organization" to preside over all sectors of German life with a highly regimented
bureaucracy that started at the level of the street block warden up to Hitler (1967:113).
Each member of the organization committee of the Reichsparteitage had his own
specialized realm to perfect. For example, SA leader Juttner planned and oversaw the
execution of the many parades during the week (and also contributed essays to the
festival guidebooks) and Franz Xavier Schwarz worked on the housing and feeding of the
thousands of men from the SA, SS, RAD, and HJ by contracting breweries, retail stores,
and vendors (Burden 1967:114). Juttner also had to make sure that the tent city of these
men in Langwasser was organized smoothly, issuing the men authorized passes, outlining
strict rules (taps at 10 PM, no swimming in the lake, no walking through the forest), and
giving them directories to the "streets" of the tent city, which had been named for Party
martyrs (1967:116-117).
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No detail was excluded: stores in Nuremberg during the Parteitage were open
from 5:00 AM to 11:00 PM, licensed vendors sold rally souvenirs, food vendors provided
a variety of food on the rally grounds, doctors and nurses mingled with the crowds, firstaid tents were conveniently located, and the Party experimented with sound systems over
the years (Burden 1967:118-119). The average attendance of the rallies in the 1930s was
about 500,000 and produced at an estimated cost of $20 million (1967:120). Hitler
commented during the war in 1942 that the rallies had been good preparations for
mobilization for war (Deutschmann 1991:188). Through this organization and attention to
detail as well as the rituals and speeches, "the absolute state perfected...its ability to
dominate man's mind" (1967:166). Moore and Myerhoff note that rigid rituals often
match political groups that are oppressive or recently established (the Nazis were both)
and enforce obedience (1977:23).
The Morphology of the Reichsparteitage
Alessandro Falassi has created a morphology of festivals, based on Propp's
morphology of folktales, which breaks the festival down into smaller units in a sequence
(1997:298-300). Although not all units are always present in a festival, just as not all of
Propp's functions are present in folktales, most of the units can be found in the National
Socialist Reichsparteitage. The units also fit scenes from Triumph of the Will. The use of
all units makes sense as the annual festival in Nuremberg was supposed to be the
summation of all the other festivals in the National Socialist calendar.
•

Valorization
The valorization ritual begins the festival. The festival area is claimed, cleared,
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blessed, marked off, and even forbidden to normal activities and outsiders. Valorization
introduces the feeling of "time out of time" so crucial to the success of a festival as
transcendent event (Falassi 1997:298). Hitler's arrival in Nuremberg by plane and his
following motorcade through the streets on his way to the Rathaus (town hall) for a
welcome ritual there on the first day of the festival week was the primary valorization
ritual. Church bells rang out to announce his arrival and the beginning of the festival
(Burden 1967:139). Hitler's presence and movement through the city signaled the
beginning of the rally, making Nuremberg a special place as "Die Stadt der
Reichsparteitage" (The City of the Reich Party Days). Hitler's drive through town
provides a dynamic scene in Triumph of the Will.
Moore and Myerhoff write that "every ceremony is par excellence a dramatic
statement against indeterminacy" and an attempt to veil disorder and chaos and create
harmony, order, safety, and unity (1977:17,24). Hitler's ritual arrival in Nuremberg
symbolized the Ordnung (order) that had returned to Germany through the strong arm of
the Party. The first day usually ended with another important NS ritual: attendance at a
performance of Wagner's's opera Die Meistersinger. Albert Speer reports that going to
the opera was not popular and in 1934 an irate Hitler had to round up the local and district
leaders from beer halls and cafes and forced them attend, but many fell asleep (1970:61).
•

Rites of Purification
Cleansing and the expulsion of a scapegoat mark the ritual of purification (Falassi

1997:298). Jews were forbidden to stay in Nuremberg during the rallies. With his penchant
for literalization, Julius Streicher even forced Jews to clean up the Zeppelinwiese and
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Luitpoldhain in preparation (Wykes 1970:100).Because the Parteitage were the NS
celebration of the racially pure Volksgemeinschaft, those who did not belong, like Jews
and Communists, had to leave or be punished.
•

Rites of Passage
Rites of passage mark the journey through the life cycle, an interplay between

biology and culture (Myerhoff 1982:109). Van Gennep's classic study of the rites of
passage (1909) breaks them down into three categories: separation, transition, and
reincorporation (Pentikainen 1997:732). Turner adds further analysis of the transition
period, which he calls the liminal state, during which the communication of sacra, ludic
recombination, and the fostering of communitas also take place (1982:202). In this stage
the initiates learn about the history and sacred symbols of their society.
To attend a Party rally was akin to a rite of passage. In his speech during the
seminar of Rosenbergian folklorists, von Meyenn made a distinction between the ordinary
party member and the true National Socialist: the former merely signs a membership form
and the latter experiences a conversion after a "soul-searching call to the heart"; the task
of the political festival was to bring about that change of heart (Scheller 1939:155). The
Reichsparteitage had the purpose of making ordinary Germans into committed, excited
National Socialists, ready to carry of the will of the Fiihrer without question. Rites of
passage foster feelings of communitas as well (Myerhoff 1982:117).
Rites of passage often focus on the youth of a community and like other forms of
Party propaganda, Nazi leadership used the rallies for the ideological education of the
youth. Separated from his family and his home town, the young man of the Hitler Youth
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went through a powerful experience of liminality as he stayed in the Langwasser tent city
with the older men of the SA and SS, watched the rituals of the RAD, district leaders, and
SA/SS, andfinallywas addressed by Hitler in the meeting of the youth groups in the
stadium. Through all of this ritual, the Nazi leadership hoped the young man learned the
history and symbols of the National Socialist movement and came back to his home town
a different person. By keeping a person busy (as the Nazis did), rites of passage often
prevent reflection on the situation and self-examination (Myerhoff 1982:117).
•

Rites of Reversal
Many festivals engage in symbolic inversion, in which binary oppositions are

switched and roles are reversed (Falassi 1997:299). Symbolic inversion accounts for the
fun of festivals and the playfulness, exuberance and even danger of such celebration like
Mardi Gras in New Orleans or the carnival in Rio de Jainero. Abrahams defines festivals
as times of "deeply serious play"(1982:165), where things are broken up for the fun of it
(1987:178), full of a "spirit of nonsense and topsy-turvy" (1987:180) and a time when
rules of ordinary life are suspended and people can explore other roles and personalities.
On the surface, it seems as if the stern and solemn festivals and rituals of National
Socialism with their emphasis on the military and governing contained little inversion,
breaking of rules, and hence fun; yet cultures have differing senses of what is "fun." The
Nazis did not "let go" during the Parteitage in the sense that Americans do at Mardi Gras
but rather gathered up and held onto what was most important to them: unity, power, folk
community, and strength. Their festivals intended to be an intensification of daily life, not
an inversion of it (Byrne 1987:114). The symbolic inversion in the Reichsparteitage
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operated on a deeper level as the reversal of traditional Western values.
The celebration of the Volk, Volksgemeinschaft based on race, and obedience to
the Fuhrer as the savior of the Volk contradicts and inverts the Western values of
democracy, equality, and challenge of authority. Freedom of speech and the press were
routinely inverted as well: head of the Nazi press, Otto Dietrich, annually criticized the
free press of America and Britain as decadent and mediocre, claiming that only the
National Socialist press told the truth to the people. In the 1937 rally, Dietrich denounced
the sensationalism of the American press and described the Nazi press as "cleansed... of all
elements of decay, of liars, of agitators and material muzzling of the spirit. Do likewise
and you will experience a miracle" (Burden 1967:141-142).
The emphasis on military strength inverted the Western world's desire for peace in
the wake of WWI and the Nazis' idealization and celebration of the war experience
covered up the grim reality of trench warfare as eloquently described in a novel the Party
burned and suppressed, Erich Maria Remarque's All Quiet of the Western Front. The
military display also inverted the Versailles Treaty through which the Allies had sought to
reduce Germany's military. Members of the NS organization wore military-type uniform,
even the RAD, again underscoring the quest for strength and power.
And finally, the emphasis of Nazi ideology on irrationalism, emotion, action, and
mystical concept of race and ethnicity based on "blood" inverted Enlightenment ideals and
scientific findings. The concept of das Volk and the creation of a racial hierarchy opposed
the concept of the basic equality of humans and scientific rationalism. In another reversal
of values, Streicher's salacious anti-Semitic newspaper, Der Sturmer, is often advertised
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in the festival guidebooks as a respectable paper with the slogan, "Jeder Deutsche liest
den Sturmef (Every German reads the Stormer). The Parteitage sought to break up what
the Party perceived to be Germany's fall in disgrace by the "November criminals" and
Jews.
•

Rites of Conspicuous Display
In the rites of display, the most important symbols of the community are shown,

paraded, touched, and worshiped, and often moved through space. Through these rites,
leaders "display themselves as guardians and keepers... of the religious or secular power,
authority, and military might"(Falassi 1997:299). MacAloon notes that although modern
societies often engage more in conspicuous consumption, remarkable objects are often
made for political rituals nonetheless (1982:265). The Nazis focused on material culture as
yet another means of propaganda. The parading of the flags, especially the Blutfahne, the
omnipresence of the swastika and the eagle in the streets of Nuremberg and on the rally
buildings, planes, tanks, guns and other weapons, uniforms, medals, and the physical
presence of Hitler himself are all examples of Nazi display. The variety of uniforms and the
markings on them were so great that the rally guidebooks often included charts that helped
people to distinguish between Storm Troopers from Franconia and Bavaria.
Roger Abrahams adds to this an intriguing theory about the importance of large
objects in festivals, which are symbols of fertility, wealth, and prosperity, again typical
aspects of calendrical, seasonal festivals (1987:180). This concept also includes the large,
impressive fireworks displays of the KdF Volksfest. The Nazis never did anything on small
scale, especially in their architecture and festivals (and in genocide).
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During the Wehrmacht % and Luftwaffe's maneuvers in 1936, the Hindenburg
dirigible loomed over the Zeppelinwiese (Burden 1967:132), a blown-up, oversized
symbol of German strength somewhat akin to the large balloons of other festivals. The
Hindenburg, the mock battles, the fireworks, the piles of food brought in by the peasants
to signify Germany's agricultural strength, and the massive architecture of the rally
grounds are all examples of the Nazi obsession with size. Much of the obsession is related
to Hitler's quest to make Germany economically self-sufficient (autarky) and without
reliance on other countries; the food supply, materials, buildings, and weapons had to be
large and plentiful enough to fill the needs of a densely populated country as well as grand
enough to serve "the master race." The emphasis on size and increase is again evident in
the statement "Jedes Jahr offenbart sich in den Tagen von Niirnberg das deutsche
Wunder grofier und gewaltigef (Every year the German miracle reveals itself in the days
in Nuremberg as larger and more powerful) (Kerrl 1936:3).
•

Rites of Conspicuous Consumption
Feasts, banquets, and the eating of traditional foods during the festival are the rites

of conspicuous consumption by which the community celebrates abundance through food
and drink (Falassi 1997:299). Nuremberg has particular foodways associated with it,
namely Lebkuchen (gingerbread cookies) and a type of sausage; advertisements for them
often show up in the festival guidebooks. There is little information about this aspect of
the Reichsparteitage, although the celebration of consumption was evident in the displays
of food brought by the peasants. Triumph of the Will depicts a peasant woman offering
Hitler a display of food she has brought to Nuremberg. Another scene in the film shows
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members of the SA, SS, RAD, and HJ enjoying with gusto a breakfast of stew, bread, and
sausages, signifying the re-awakened vigor of the country's young men, while another
quick shot shows a little girl enjoying an apple with the same delight. Minister of
Agriculture Darre's speech in Triumph discusses both the Nazi exaltation of the peasant
and the importance of the food supply for Hitler's quest for economic self-sufficiency:
"The continued welfare of our farmers is the first condition for the success of our industry,
our domestic trade, and the German export trade" (Barsam 1975:41). However, other
than the exceptions of the Eintopf meal and Darre's agricultural policies, Nazi foodways
remain an unexplored topic.
•

Ritual Dramas
The ritual dramas in a festival enact the society's myths (Falassi 1997:299). If

ideology is lacking (or heavily borrowed and vague like Nazi ideology), then more ritual is
needed (Moore and Myerhoff 1977:11). The Reichsparteitage contained many ritual
dramas, including Hitler's arrival, parades, the Sprechchor (spoken-word choirs) of the
RAD, Totenehrung (veneration of the dead), speeches, the night-time serenade outside
Hitler's hotel room window, the singing of the Horst Wessel Lied, and the Fahnemveihe,
the consecration of flags and standards with the Blutfahne. These ritual dramas are all
documented in Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will (1935).
The Blutfahne was the flag that had been carried in the 1923 Putsch; Hitler found a
way to convert that failure into a propaganda victory. During the ritual Hitler consecrated
the new swastika flags and standards carried by SA and SS men by touching them with the
torn, stained Blutfahne. This flag ritual became a central event in all the rallies, one that
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was deeply meaningful to Hitler (McRandle 1965:14). Grunberger writes that Hitler
"acted as a priestly medium transmitting the magical fluidum of the old sacred symbol
through his body to the new [flags]" (1971:75). In the flag consecration with the
Blutfahne, the myths of the 1923 Putsch, the martyrs, remembrance of WWI, and the
Fuhrer as the awakener of Germany all coalesced in a serious, powerful ritual. When
symbol and object fuse together, as it did in the Blood Flag consecration, then a
transformation occurs in the person experiencing the ritual (Moore and Myerhoff
1977:13). That the consecration was important to Hitler can be seen in Triumph of the
Will, during which he looks serious and purposeful, gazes deeply into the eyes of the SA
men holding the standards and shakes their hands. The seriousness of this ritual fits Moore
and Myerhoff s finding that when secular authorities enforce sanctity, the corresponding
rituals are extremely formal and rigid (1977:23-24).
All National Socialist organizations and the military units paraded during the
festival week, climaxing in the long four to five-hour parade (Vorbeimarsch) of all
formations through Nuremberg on the next-to-last day. The men marched through a
selected route and passed by Hitler who stood in his car parked on the Adolf-Hitler-Platz.
A basic definition of parade is the reviewing of troops marching through a narrow space
(Marin 1987:223); the German word for this is Heerschau. The parades symbolized the
forward movement and dynamism of National Socialism and engendered communitas. By
marching through Nuremberg and in the rally grounds, the Nazis gave meaning to those
places, recalled history, and enacted myth (1987:226).
Louis Marin outline three kinds of parades: one-way, round trip, and circular
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(1987:224). All three were used in the rallies. The one-way march symbolizes victory and
defiance, and the marching military units symbolized Hitler's defiance of the Versailles
treaty. The round trip march symbolizes a holistic journey in which the origin and final
destination become legitimized through the journey. This was the case for the groups that
marched from their homes town to Nuremberg and back again, thus "blessing" their towns
with the spirit of the rallies. And the circular route symbolizes the enclosing of a space, the
circling around and locking up of the enemy. The parades of the SS and SA around the
Luitpoldhain symbolized the way in which those organizations circled and locked up the
enemies of National Socialism in the jails and concentration camps.
The hypnotic monotony of the final Heerschau ritual is well-documented in the
next-to-last scene in Triumph of the Will. This scene also provides the viewers a glimpse
of that infamous and often-parodied symbol of Nazism, the goose-step. After he witnessed
the ecstatic reaction of the Germans when the men of the RAD suddenly broke into a
goose-step, William Shirer wrote: "Now the goose-step has always seemed to me to me
an outlandish exhibition of the human being in his most undignified and stupid state, but I
felt for the first time this morning what an inner chord it strikes in the strange soul of the
German people" (Wykes 1970:144).
And finally, participants in the Reichsparteitage often sang the Horst Wessel Song,
"Die Fahne Hoch" (Raise the Flag High) at the end of meetings and at the end of the rally
itself. Again, this ritual is effectively documented in Triumph of the Will, after Hitler's last
speech, the Party leaders and the audience sing quite loudly as the men of the RAD march
by, signifying once more Germany's awakening. Rituals reorganize and create new
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experiences (Evans 1996:1121) and therefore made good propaganda for the National
Socialist movement. For example, the emotional experience of the flag rituals and the
singing of the Horst Wessel Song perhaps caused participants to overlook the fact that the
phrase "raise the flag high" actually ends on a lowered note, which Hans-Jochen Gamm
calls "the deep lie of the Nazi program" (1962:50-51).
Eric Hobsbawm stipulates that rituals traditionalize and sacralize any action,
person, or object (cited in Evans 1996:1121) and through their ritual dramas the Nazis
attempted again and again to prove that they were the legitimate heirs of German history
and the country's "true" government.
•

Rites of Exchange
Rites of exchange symbolize the communitas of a people at festival. Money and

goods can be exchanged and debts cleared, or on a symbolic level, gifts, thanksgiving, and
forgiveness are exchanged when a community or powerful individual gives thanks for
abundance (Falassi 1997:300). One example of the rites of exchange at the
Reichsparteitage is the ritual at Town Hall, during which Mayor Liebel gave Hitler an
object or symbol of German power in exchange for his presence in Nuremberg and for his
saving of Germany. Another example is Hitler's crucial speech to the SA after the purge in
1934. Triumph of the Will captures this act of pacification as Hitler absolves the guilt of
the remaining SA from Rohm's supposed treachery. Thus, he re-established the place of
the S A in the Volksgemeinschaft, although from then on, its power was mainly symbolic.
•

Rites of Competition
Rites of competition are the games, prizes, contests that take place during a
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festival and which affirm the values of a society (Falassi 1997:300). For the Party rallies,
this rite includes the mock battles of the military units, the displays of sports and
gymnastics at the KdF Volksfest, and the NSDAP prizes for art, culture, and science given
out by Rosenberg and Goebbels. Competition and games often involve fun, as true conflict
is supposed to be held in abeyance (Turner 1982:21), but it may seem to a liberal
Westerner that military mock battles are not "fun" as they carry an implicit threat of war
and destruction. Competition in both its physical and military forms played an important
role in Nazism, reflecting its anti-intellectual bias and preparation for war. The reader will
recall from Chapter Two Himmler's belief that action and combat were the best way to
worship the God of the Germans (Combs 1986:36).
However, Nazi Germany is not the only culture to include the military in its
celebrations. Priscilla Rachun Linn's examination of the San Juan Chamula's inclusion of
war games during an all-male festival reveals some intriguing parallels. Through war
games, the Chamula struggle "to create order in the face of both social and personal
disruption" (1982:190). The Nazis also perceived their world and lives to be disrupted and
used war games in a similar way. The Chamula's 'Testival of the Games vibrantly present
[their] historic struggles to survive as an independent culture through the dramatization of
ritual battles" (1982:197) as did the Nazis, but here the similarities stop: the Chamula's
rituals enacted their desire to find balance between reason and passion (1982:198),
whereas the Nazi mock battles enacted their desire for aggression and conquest.
•

Rite of Devalorization
Finally, the rite of devalorization marks the conclusion of a festival, ends the "time
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out of time" feeling, and returns the participants back to daily life (Falassi 1997:301). The
main closing rite of the Reichsparteitage was Hitler's final speech, which was usually
dramatic, as shown above in his rousing speech for the Sudeten Germans in 1938. The
final scenes in Triumph of the Will depict the devalorization rite clearly—the last stirring
speech by Hitler, vigorous applause and shouts of Sieg Heil, the final slogan shouted by
Rudolf HeB, and the singing of the Horst Wessel song. Starting in the 1935, the last day
of the rally was devoted to the armed forces; their displays could also be seen as a rite of
devalorization as the Nazis increasingly prepared for war.
Performance at the Reichsparteitage
Performance theory also sheds light on why the Reichsparteitage were meaningful
and successful as a National Socialist festival. In his classic article, "Verbal Art," Richard
Bauman defines performance as "the assumption of responsibility to an audience for a
display of communicative competence...performance is a mode of language use, a way of
speaking" (1975:293). Mention has already been made of the importance of oral folklore
to Nazi propaganda; orators at the Reichsparteitage took seriously their roles as
communicators of Nazi traditions. Performance is often keyed by certain signals,
communications, and symbols (1975:295-296); a parade of standards and flags and the
playing of Wagner's music often keyed Nazi verbal performances at the rallies. The
emergent quality of performance (1975:302) was very important in Nazi verbal art
because of their emphasis on spontaneity. Today viewers of Triumph of the Will catch a
glimpse of that excitement.
An example of the communication of tradition through verbal art took place every
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year on the second day of the rally, the opening convention in the Luitpoldhalle. Rudolf
HeB provided the opening remarks, head of SA Lutze spoke about the martyrs, Streicher
gave the official greeting, and the Gauleiter of Bavaria Wagner read Hitler's
proclamation. The four Party members (who were also WWI veterans and "old fighters")
took the responsibility of representing tradition to the audience through verbal art. HeB in
particular was "seemingly born to the role of a secular priest" (Baird 1990:69) and his
performance in Triumph of the Will is notable for its fanaticism. Other party leaders'
speeches like Darre, Dietrich, Todt, Ley, Goebbels, Frank, and Rosenberg are shown as
well. While the other leaders' speeches seem positive and record Germany's achievements,
it is interesting to note Streicher's speech: "A folk that does not maintain its racial purity
will go under!" (Riefenstahl 1935). Bauman also examines the relationship between
performance and other roles played by the individuals (1975:299). It is helpful to know for
example, that HeB was the deputy Fuhrer, Darre was the minister of agriculture, and
Streicher the extremely anti-Semitic Gauleiter of Franconia. Performance also enhances
the experience of an event and binds performer and audience (1975:305); Hitler was
undoubtedly a diabolic genius at this process.
Dell Hymes extends the concept of verbal art to as a break through into
performance and he stipulates there is a difference between knowing the tradition and
performing it (1975:18). In his study of the Chinook and Wishram languages, Hymes finds
there is a noticeable change from merely recounting events to "breaking through into an
authoritative performance" of storytelling (1975:20). Hitler's final speech is an example
of a break through into performance and demonstrates his oratory skills. His other
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speeches in the film have been fairly restrained but in this final speech he pulls out all the
stops, often rolling his eyes heavenwards, shouting, and making the gestures for which he
was famous. During pauses in his speech to acknowledge the wild applause, a slight smile
passes over Hitler's face, suggesting he is completely aware of the effect his authoritative
performance has on the audience (Deutschmann 1991:87). Hitler was a consummate
performer by Bauman's definition; his skill at verbal art is what again and again won
people's allegiance. Burden writes that Triumph of the Will is "an interesting study of the
many faces of Adolf Hitler" and catalogues his many performances from benign father of
the Volk to the carried-away, belligerent politician in this last speech (1967:97).
The previously mentioned goose-stepping of the SA, SS, and RAD is an example
of a non-verbal breaking through into performance, one which truly excited the Germans
as Shirer observed. The meeting of the SA and SS on the Luitpoldhain in Triumph of the
Will is an example of the sinister beauty of this performance. The SS march in line down
the stairs and then goose=step towards Hitler before coming to a complete stop, creating
an unsettling sensation of barely controlled aggression, a scene that "has drawn both
reluctant technical admiration and moral condemnation" (Deutschmann 1991:77).
Barre Toelken calls marching "the most unexplored folk dance of our society"
(1996:274). Haig Bosmajian explores the connections between marching and dancing in
his analysis of Nazi rhetoric, finding that marching was the Nazi Party's most effective
form of non-verbal propaganda (1968:17). The acts of marching and goose-stepping
embodied the Nazi myth of "Der Kampf um die Strafie" (the Struggle for the Street). The
myth was born in the Nazis' street battles with the Communists during the Weimar
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Republic. The Heerschau performed during the rallies in the 1930s celebrated the
NSDAP's victory over the Communists and the problems of the Weimar era. Next,
Bosmajian makes a provocative comparison between Nazi marching and the dances of
traditional hunting societies, noting that traditional peoples often engaged in elaborate,
mass dances before going to war (1968:20). Dancing gives both the participants and the
audience a sense of identity, strength, and even ecstasy. The excited faces of the Germans
watching the Heerschau and the tense, slightly dazed expressions of the marchers
themselves captured by Riefenstahl in Triumph of the Will illustrate Bosmajian's thesis.
Signs of Postmodernism: Site, Veneer, and Vignette
I have previously alluded to the process of the postmodern vernacular which Dorst
describes in The Written Suburb and will expand on it here. He defines this production as
"characterized...by self-referentiality minus reflexivity" and "unironized mode of
postmodernity"( 19898:115,117). In their publications, photographs, posters, radio
broadcasts, and speeches, the Nazis took themselves seriously and continually talked
about themselves and their traditions but they did not encourage reflection and reflexivity;
indeed, their talk and activity were means of avoiding self-examination. The irony and play
that characterize much of postmodernism (shows on MTV and comic books) were not
evident among the Nazis. A milder version of the postmodern vernacular goes on in
Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania, in the town's creation of itself through museums, the
historical society, and Chadds Ford Days. Dorst criticizes Jamieson for glossing over the
fact that postmodernism often breaks down the barrier between the elite and the mass
(1989:116). Although the Nazis leaders did behave like an elite on the one hand, the
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concept of Volksgemeinschaft was in theory supposed to make all members of the Volk
equal.
Of course there are major differences between late twentieth-century Chadds Ford
and Nuremberg, Germany during the Nazi era. Chadds Ford is a suburb whereas
Nuremberg has long been a major city. Also, the economic situation of Nazi Germany
does not quite fit into the mold of consumer-oriented post-capitalism because of its
emphasis on agriculture, factories, and re-armament over the production of consumer
goods. But Nazi society did anticipate the aspect of postmodernism that is involved the
making of information, and in the ceaseless production of images and auto-ethnographies,
which Dorst finds in Chadds Ford (1989:4). The inhabitants of Chadds Ford often show
passivity in their engagement with cultural production (1989:159) in contrast to the wild
enthusiasm in Nuremberg. The cultural production of Chadds Ford is benign, resulting
from Americans' need to create tradition despite a short history while the cultural
production in Nuremberg was more sinister, resulting from deep-rooted social problems
and racial prejudice. In their own way, both places speak "a particular dialect of
postmodernity" (1989:104).
Dorst also examines Chadds Ford as what he calls the postmodern site and much
of his findings fit the state of Nuremberg during the Reichsparteitage as well—the town as
"an idea, an ideological discourse, an assemblage of texts" (1989:3). Both Chadds Ford
and Nuremberg in the Nazi era pour "large amounts of energy...in producing, maintaining,
and distributing the idea" of themselves (1989:10). In doing so, both places became tourist
sites as well. The menu at the Chadds Ford Inn, the Parteitage festival guidebooks, and
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postcards from both towns are all examples of the auto-ethnographies that create images
and sell ideas of a place. Both the item and the idea behind it are made in postmodern
cultural production (1989:65).
In examining the paintings of the Wyeths as expressions of postmodernism, Dorst
finds that boundaries blurred between people, the landscape, and objects, as well as a
blurring between the artist and his subjects (1989:55-56). The same process went on
during the rallies: the persona of the Fuhrer blended with the Volk, masses of people
blended into the vast arenas of the Zeppelinwiese and Luitpoldhain, and the human body
and physical object merged until one was indistinguishable from the other in Albert
Speer's "sea of flags" procession.
Based on Dean MacCannell's theories, Dorst finds that tourism and ethnography
become blurred in the postmodern society (1989:4), as residents of Chadds Ford also
become tourists in their own town. MacCannell defines the tourist as the middle class
person "in search of experience" and the tourist attraction as analogous to the religious
site; closely connected is the longing for authenticity (1975:1-3). In Nuremberg, the Nazis
and their followers were also tourists in their own country, making a pilgrimage to the
authentic past as symbolized by the medieval architecture in the old city, a past also
symbolized by Hitler's passionate speeches about architecture and Himmler's preservation
efforts.
Dorst offers two categories of cultural production in Chadds Ford: veneer and
vignette. He defines postmodern veneer as a superficial, artificial display that hides an
underlying reality, a covering that dissolves or de-materializes the substance it covers, and
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"the lamination onto one substance of the idea of itself' (1989:110). The glass mirror
surface on the Brandywine River Museum is the epitome of veneer (1989:111). The
draping of swastika flags all over the buildings in Nuremberg is one kind of Nazi veneer.
Although flags do not dissolve into buildings like mirror-glass walls, they do provide the
inscription of an idea onto a surface. By covering the city in swastika flags, "the beautiful
old city was once again squeezed into its Nazi uniform" (Burden 1967:139). Veneer can
also be seen in Speer's "sea of flags" parade, an event during which "people are reduced
to architectural patterns, deprived of their individuality in favor of some larger communal
ideal" (Barsam 1975:50). A final example of Nazi veneer is the slogan "Alles fur
Deutschland" (Everything for Germany) inscripted on the back wall of the Luitpoldhalle,
visible in the last scene in Triumph of the Will. Every person and object dissolved into the
Nazi idea.
During the rallies, the Nazis made more use of what Dorst calls the postmodern
vignette, which he finds in the living history displays of the Chadds Ford Historical
Society, the museum gallery, and during the Chadds Ford Days, the suburb's craft
show/festival. Vignette is "the sort of surface that constitutes a completely hermetic space
with absolutely no cognizance of a reality beyond itself.

a fully self-contained world of

signifying practice which recognizes no outside" which "expands infinitely" (1989:119).
As "a technique of visual rhetoric" vignette is also televisual, a phenomenon that blurs
reality and fiction and "is a closed, self-referential, self-legitimizing world" (1989:120,123124). The Nazis depended on visual rhetoric to support their verbal rhetoric and vignettes
at the rallies surrounded the participants with a theater of myth. It is difficult to escape the
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televisual space because of its closed, self-referential nature—a key aspect of Nazi
propaganda. Moore and Myerhoff describe ritual as a vessel that holds an idea and use
Marshall McLuhan's famous statement "the medium is part of the message" (1977:8),
which Dorst relates to the idea of the televisual space. The dramatic solemnity of Nazi
ritual fits the message the Party wished to project.
The Blutfahne ritual is a good example of vignette. The actions of Hitler referred
only to the history of the Party and its myth of heroism and martyrdom. The mock battles
of the Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe and the parades are also vignettes. Finally, there is no
better example of Parteitage vignettes than Albert Speer's "cathedral of lights," the
floodlights that created columns of light that reached a height of 25,000 feet and
completely surrounded and enclosed the participants; Speer writes that "The feeling was
of a vast room with the beams serving as mighty pillars of infinitely high outer walls"
(1970:59). Escape from this televisual space would have been difficult, as the participant
was literally surrounded by the "text" of Nazism. William Shirer calls the lights a "forest of
weird trees" (Wykes 1970:145), an apt metaphor for a culture that held a mystical
reverence for its forests, the setting for many Marchen.
Museums play a large role in both Chadds Ford and Nazi-era Nuremberg. To
MacCannell, museums are places that present an ideal of unification and the framing of
history through symbols (1975:84,88) and Dorst finds that "museumizing" is typical of
postmodernism (1989:48). The Brandywine River Museum, the official home of Wyeth
paintings, provides the official, legitimate discourse for the town, and as such serves the
professional class of "information brokers" (1989:176). The Nazis used the Germanic
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National Museum in Nuremberg in much the same way. It was often the site of their
propaganda exhibitions and meetings. Kerrl's book about the 1936 rally includes a section
on the Germanic Museum as well as a photograph of Alfred Rosenberg and army general
vonBlomberg reviewing an exhibit there called "The Political Germany" (1936:58). The
cluttered, personal, and "unreadable" Chris Sanderson museum with its numerous
photographs and odd objects is source of "potential counter-hegemony" in Chadds Fords
and symbolizes a disruption of the town's image (1989:198). The torture museum in the
basement on the Rathaus in Nuremberg acted in the same way as the crack in the Nazi
facade of the joyous, peaceful Volksgemeinschaft, perhaps the only tourist it received was
the openly belligerent Julius Streicher.
Reichsparteitage as Political Folk Festivals
I have engaged in such lengthy analysis in order to show how carefully the
National Socialists created the theater of myth to foster the national powers of belief
folklorist Matthes Ziegler described. Robert Mandell writes that "Hitler's success as a
whole is inconceivable without the application of the contrived festivity that enveloped
Nazism from beginning to end" (cited in Byrne 1987:113). The medieval atmosphere in
Nuremberg and contact with Hitler gave the participants a feeling of transcendence.
Deutschmann sums up the Reichsparteitage experience thus:
...ordinary limits of mundane life were thrown aside, and insignificant individuals became
part of a movement more powerful than anything they had hitherto experienced. The
ordinary critical controls of normal experience were drowned out by the immediacy of the
crowd experience, and only the Nazi voice was heard...Hitler understood how to make
people seek out this experience of release from the mundane and immersion in the
mass of apparently like-minded individuals...the Nazis perfected the technique of crowd
manipulation [and] considered all the aspects...the result was intoxication and rapture.
Some participants even reported visions. (1991:189).
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Rituals often create these kinds of intense physical sensations (Pentikainen
1997:735). However, the Nazis tarnished the political festival because they deliberately
sought to obscure reality with dream and propaganda (Gebhardt 1987:155). Robert
Cantwell writes about the festival's ability to create magic which affects the participants
but "no one is more susceptible to the power of magic than the magicians themselves"
(1991:161). Riefenstahl's film will remain a provocative document of the Nazi Party's
ability to blur reality and dream through the magic of ritual and festival.
As an antidote to the harm done by the Nazis and others who misuse festival and
ritual for prejudiced ends, Barbara Myerhoff offers these wise words:
Instead of having rites performed on us, we do them to and for ourselves, and
immediately we are involved in a form of self-creation that is potentially communitybuilding...It is wasteful and fatuous to lament the paucity of society's arrangements
or its insensitivity [to ritual]...these matters, now, we must take into our own hands
(1982:132).

Myerhoff s ideas can help us to understand one of the many tragedies of Nazi
Germany: instead of taking care of the problems caused the loss of WWI and the chaos of
the Weimar Republic through their own personal, private rituals, the Germans let the
Nazis do it for them in the public realm on a massive scale. The rallies became spectacular
political folk festivals that were the NSDAP's "fulfillment of a dream of evil" (Burden
1967:v).

Conclusion
Barre Toelken writes in his analysis of applied folklore that the Nazis used folklore
materials to "provide an antique and grand cultural context in to which...stereotypes and
prejudices could fit" (1996:425). Alfred Rosenberg and Heinrich Himmler used folklore in
such a manner in their organizations, supported by the professional folklorists they
employed. With its combination of traditional folklore, mass media, and the traditions
created by the Party, the Reichsparteitage became the grandest context of all for Nazi
ideology.
National Socialism has cast its long shadow on Germany ever since its fall in 1945.
The ensuing struggle of German Volkskunde to redefine itself is part of the larger issue of
Vergangenheitsbewaltigung (coming to terms with the past) that has gone on in all levels
of German personal and professional life. The connection between Nazism and folklore is
made evident in an illuminating anecdote related by Carl Lindahl: when he introduced
himself as a folklorist at a conference, an Oxford professor replied, "Folklore! What is
that? Dreadful Germanic games?" (italics Lindahl 1996:139). The two collections edited
by James Dow and Hannjost Lixfeld, German Volkskunde (1986) and The Nazification of
an Academic Discipline (1994) show to English-speaking audiences how post-Third
Reich German folklorists have attempted to push Volkskunde out of the arena of "dreadful
Germanic games" through reflexive inquiry and thorough scholarship.
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Immediately after the war, Heinz Maus in 1946 tried to bring folklore up-to-date
and confront its collaboration with National Socialism; he thought that folklore should be
renamed and focus on contemporary issues, process, and performance instead of the past,
collection, and ethnicity. He was contested by Will-Erich Peuckert, a concentration camp
survivor, who blamed the Nazis and not folklore scholarship for what had happened in the
1930s (Dow and Lixfeld 1986:12-13). The post-WWII quest to change and update
Volkskunde did not make headway until the 1960s when students began actively to
question their professors and the nature of the discipline (1986:14). Between the years
1967-1970, the legacy of Herder and the Grimms was put to rest by the new generation
and the discipline broadened its parameters considerably (1986:1-2). Folklorists came up
with the Falkenstein Formula, "the closest things to an agreed-upon theoretical
statement," which states, "Volkskunde analyzes the transmission of cultural values
(including their causes and the processes which accompany them) in their objective and
subjective form. The goal is to contribute to solving sociocultural problems" (1986:2).
Under this new direction, German folklorists turned away from the emphasis on collection
of survivals to context, meaning, and Volkskunde as applied cultural science. The resulting
conception of Volkskunde at that time was larger than that of American folklorists
(1986:18-19); works like The Written Suburb indicate that American folklorists are now
heading towards a larger picture of folklore as well.
An in-depth approach to folklore and National Socialism occurred in the 1980s
after the path had been laid down in the 60s and 70s. Mary Beth Stein outlines this
historiography into three stages or "plots": 1.) 1945-1965~an examination of individual
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folklorists; 2 )1965-1970— the ideas in Nazi folklore scholarship (especially Hermann
Bausinger's 1965 article "Folk Ideology and Folk Research: On National Socialist
Folklore"); and 3.)1970-present— the relationship between the academic institutions and
political conditions (1987:159). On 23-25 October 1986, the Deutsche Gesellschaft fur
Volkskunde (German Folklore Society) held a meeting which had as its theme "Volkskunde
undNationalsozialismus" (Folklore and National Socialism). James Dow reports that this
meeting was "a momentous event in the history of German folklore scholarship"
(1987:300). Folklorists reported ground-breaking research at this work session, including
Anka Oesterle's analysis of Himmler's Ahnenerbe. The discussion included a look at the
damage done to Jewish Volkskunde with Rosenberg's appropriation of the YIVO library
from Eastern Europe during the war (1987:302). Helge Gerndt outlined the six basic
questions folklorists can ask in their investigation of Nazi Volkskunde :
1.) Why must we treat this theme? Or: Analysis of the state of our discipline.
2.) How shall we deal with the theme? Or: The search for proper meaning.
3.) What all do we have to investigate? Or: The delimitation of relevant questions.
4.) How are we to proceed? Or: Diverse argumentation patterns.
5.) How will we evaluate the results? Or: Problems of passing judgement.
6.) What conclusions can be drawn? Or: The role of politics in scholarship (1987:300301).

A variety of folklorists and museum personnel from the German-speaking countries
attended this serious, introspective, and successful meeting (1987:304).
Another important result of the self-examination has been the deconstruction of the
"zwei Volkskunden" ("two folklores") legend which claimed that there were two kinds of
folklore scholars: the "bad" ones who collaborated with the Nazis for professional and
personal gain and the "good" ones who resisted or continued the tradition of Herder and
Grimms-inspired research that was unaffected by the Nazi regime. In Dow and Lixfeld's
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opinions, this division is "a basically apologetic position which...is totally inadequate for
clarifying the complexities of the actual situation" (1994:xiii). The essays in the
Nazification collection and Hannjost Lixfeld's Folklore and Fascism do indeed show how
deeply folklore and folklorists became embedded in the cultural politics of Nazism. The
works presented by Dow and Lixfeld take unflinching looks and strong moral stands at
their subject. Dan Ben-Amos supports this strong scholarship and writes in response, 'The
restoration of folklore as a science requires a fresh moral and scholarly start" (1994:ix).
Although the combination of folklore, Romantic Nationalism, and politics was
extreme in Nazi Germany, it is the not the only example. William Wilson's examination of
nationalism and folklore in Finland has already been mentioned in Chapter One. Ilhan
Basgoz has studied the rise of nationalism in Turkey and its effect on folklore studies
(1978); his most recent article on this topic examines the Islamic nationalists' insistence on
a "pure" Turkish folklore that denies the multicultural character of the Ottoman Empire
that shaped Turkish life for many centuries and how the nationalists protested his
recounting of obscene jokes at a conference in Istanbul (1998:413-414). The Soviet Union
has also used folklore to create a Soviet aesthetic, especially during the Stalin era:
ethnographers were asked to find materials that were "ideologically acceptable" and also
to educate people about communism (Oinas 1978:79).
The United States has also experienced its version of Romantic nationalism and
Volkisch ideology. There is much American folklorists can learn from the German
folklorists's engagement with the Nazi past, especially because the American discipline of
folklore is based on the German model. In her examination on the rhetoric of authenticity,
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Regina Bendix writes that the "notion of authenticity legitimated folklore as a discipline in
both countries" (1997:5). She weaves the history of the German discipline with the
American one, showing how both were motivated by Romanticism. Writers and
philosophers like Ralph Waldo Emerson in Self-Reliance and Henry David Thoreau in
Walden sought the revival of the true American spirit and extolled "the common man";
Longfellow wrote Hiawatha as the national epic, after being inspired by the Finnish
Kalevala (1997:72-73). By the mid-nineteenth century, there was a growing belief on the
part of "Romantic racialists" in Anglo-Saxon purity and supremacy (1997:93); this was
America's version of Volkisch ideology.
Archie Green stipulates that all scholars have ideological motivations whether they
admit it or not and describes the central ideology underscoring American folklore studies
as "secular liberalism" (1984:351). Folklorists have embraced many variations on that
theme: "self-conscious antiquarianism, sentimental romanticism, show-business
hucksterism, Anglo-conformism, melting-pot fusionism, cultural pluralism" (1984:358).
The "intellectually conservative yet ideologically liberal approach to folklore" character of
public sector folklore derives from the cultural work projects of the New Deal and finds its
fullest expression in the annual Festival of American Folklife (FAF) held on the National
Mall in Washington, DC (Sommers 1996:227).
Recent examinations of the career of Richard Dorson, regarded as the founder of
folklore as a separate discipline in America, reveals that although he often protested to the
contrary, even he held ideological concerns in his folklore work. Because his degree was
in American Studies, Dorson focused mostly on American materials in his folklore
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research. William Wilson writes that Dorson "much in the same manner as European
romantic-nationalistic folklorists, set himself the patriotic tasks of discovering and making
known the genius of his country's national spirit" (1989:35). Jay Mechling agrees with
Wilson, describing Dorson's works likQ Land of the Millrats as romantic fictions featuring
the persona of the "professer fellow" who had to be more American than anyone else
(1989:26).
The late 1980s and 1990s have seen the deconstruction of the American discipline.
In Roger Abraham's article "Phantoms of Romantic Nationalism in Folkloristics," he finds
that romantic nationalism still informs much of the vocabulary and ideas of folklore studies
and examines disciplinary legends. He notes that although the notion of cultural pluralism
has informed American folkloristics from the start we still engage in the "anti-modern
perspective" of the European legacy to some degree (1993:8,20). He hopes to "relieve
folklorists of the burden of being guardians of the sacred trust of either Mother Nature or
the fatherland" and to redefine folklore as an activity, "the creative vernacular response of
humans on their most gregarious occasion" (1993:5).
Elliott Oring believes that folklore is about identity and claims Herder as the
founder of psychology as well as folklore studies because of his concept of the folk soul
(1994:225). In response to Oring, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett examines the ideology of
cultural pluralism in American folklore studies and provocatively suggests that celebration
of cultural difference is actually "affirmative racialism" (1994:236). In a previous article,
she calls this disciplinary myth "unity in diversity" (1988: 144). She worries that Oring's
thesis would displace the political onto the psychological, notes that assumptions of purity
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have dominated the discipline, and asks, "In whose interest is it to fix identity?"
(1994:237), a cogent question in light of German Volkskunde under the Nazis. Both
German and American folklorists have questioned their canons as a result of the legacies
of Romantic Nationalism and National Socialism (Bendix 1997:156).
Both German and American folklorists have examined the issue of "fakelore" or in
German, "folklorismus." Richard Dorson coined the term to mean a "synthetic product
claiming to be authentic oral tradition but actually tailored for mass edification" and
criticized the Paul Bunyan stories, children's story collections, and Benjamin Botkin's
Treasury of American Folklore as fakelore (1976:5). Hermann Bausinger describes
folklorismus as "the applied folklore of yesterday" and cites the tourist-oriented inns and
restaurants decorated in a folk art style in Austria as examples (1986 [1966]: 114,118). By
these definitions, it would appear that the Nazis were heavily engaged in making fakelore
and not "real" folklore in their propaganda. Also, their creations underwent the process of
"enshrinement" which often accompanies folklorismus (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1988:152).
Yet, as Alan Dundes points out in a stimulating analysis, by these definitions, the
discipline of folklore is founded in fakelore. If folklore is connected with romantic
nationalism, then fakelore is a result of what he terms the nationalistic inferiority complex
(1985:6,13). The poems of Ossian, the Kalevala, and the Grimms' Marchen, long
regarded as the cornerstones of the discipline, ironically fit Dorson's definition of fakelore
because they were written by middle-class scholars adapted from original, fragmentary
material. (Ossian was an outright fake.) Dundes further writes that the need to invent and
label tradition in Scotland, Germany, Finland, and America, comes out of this sense of
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cultural inferiority—or as he puts it, "inferiority breeds superiority!" (1985:11,12). As
Germans (especially members of the Volkisch and conservative revolution movements) felt
inferior to other countries because of their lack of cultural and political unity and a vague
sense of their origins, then it makes sense that the Nazis found folklore so useful a tool. It
seems that "fakelore...fills a national, psychic need...to assert one's national identity,
especially in a time of crisis, and to instill pride in that identity" (1985:13). Dundes
concludes that scholars will have to accept that fakelore is an "integral element of culture
just as folklore is" (1985:15). Bausinger agrees that while there may be a difference
between folklore and fakelore, disdain of fakelore has often prevented scholars from
investigating the folkloristic process behind the creation of such items (1986
[1966]: 113,116). Even if the oral, customary, and materials elements the Nazis created in
their cultural organizations were technically fakelore, they were just as powerful as "real"
folklore—perhaps even more powerful because of their use of mass media and ideological
education to spread their fakelore.
Another topic German and American folklorists have begun to examine is the
recognition that ideologies inform the creation and presentation of folk festivals. Robert
Cantwell traces the history of festival in America in nineteenth and twentieth centuries
against the backdrop of the development of the public sector of folklore (1992). Although
Sarah Gertrude Knott's National Folk Festival, started in 1934, took a multicultural view
of American folk culture, the view that informs festivals today, the rhetoric behind the
regional festivals of the 1920s and 1930s was cultural purity and Anglo-Saxon supremacy
(1992:295). These festivals reflected a general fear of modernity to which folk culture
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would be the cure (1992:271), which was also the rhetoric behind Volkisch and National
Socialist ideologies.
A example of this kind of festival is the White Top Folk Festival held in on the
White Top mountain in southwestern Virginia from 1931-1939. Created and facilitated by
Annabel Morris Buchanan, John Powell, and John Blakemore, this music festival define
the American folk narrowly to mean only Anglo-Saxon in origin. In his excellent analysis
of cultural intervention in the Appalachians, All That Is Native and Fine, David Whisnant
examines the White Top Festival and its creators in depth. The events and ideology of the
White Top Festival provide an intriguing parallel to Nazi festivals and the
Reichsparteitage.
Folk musician Charles Seeger was disturbed by White Top's racist, anti-urban
rhetoric and called the festival "reactionary to the core" (Cantwell 1992:271). Buchanan
was well-intentioned and truly interested in folk music, but had the middle-class
romantic's "quasi-religious idealism" that could be easily manipulated (1992:284), in her
case, by John Powell, who believed in the American version of Volkisch ideology, AngloSaxon supremacy. A classical composer and would-be aristocrat from Richmond, Virginia,
Powell was intent on proving that Anglo-Saxons had a musical heritage (Whisnant
1983:220), much in the same way that Alfred Rosenberg wanted to prove that Germans
had folk traditions (1939:3). Also similar to Rosenberg's ideas was Powell's beliefs in
racial purity and the equation of race and culture (Whisnant 1983:240). Powell started an
Anglo-Saxon Club in Richmond in 1922 and successfully pushed for the passage of
Virginia's Racial Integrity Law in 1924, a strict anti-miscegenation law (1983:240-241).
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The White Top Festival became for Powell a means of cultural and political strategy
(1983:237). To make the festival more "authentically" Anglo-Saxon, sword dancing and
morris dancing were featured in addition to the ballads, folk, and country music. Whisnant
points out the irony of this:
Thus it became possible in 1935 for wooden-sword-wielding Kentucky coalfields children
from Pine Mountain Settlement School to dress in bells, flowers, and ribbons and dance
for White Top audience dances that had been extinct even in England since before the
turn of the century (1983:201).

Blakemore cared little about the music; he just wanted to make the mountain into a
resort and tourist center and used the festival to make money (Whisnant 1983:210).
Buchanan was eventually pushed out by Powell (1983:248). Little wonder that Whisnant
calls the White Top Festival "a jerry-built cultural wonderland that was bound to topple"
(1983:207). The parallels with Nazi festivals are obvious and indicate the variety of
nativistic, radical right wing movements in both Europe and America in the 1930s.
The Festival of American Folklife (FAF), started by Ralph Rinzler in 1967, can be
seen as the "official" folk festival of America where the national "falls in love with itself'
(Cantwell 1992:263). Its methodology and rhetoric are currently being examined by both
public and academic folklorists (Bauman et al 1988). Cantwell's academic critique of
FAF's ideology of cultural conservation (1991), the ignorance of presenters about the
needs and goals of the performers (1992:266), and the "concentration of economic and
political power" behind the festival (1992:294) have been countered by public folklorists.
They argue that folklore in the academic sector and folklore in the public sector are often
two different things because academic theories and political/cultural realities are different;
public sector work should be judged by its own standards (Walle 1994, Sommers 1996).
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Sommers writes that at FAF, folk culture means working class, grass roots, and
marginalized or endangered culture, and therefore the inclusion of Washington trial
lawyers in the 1986 FAF was highly controversial because the ideology of FAF supports
empowerment for the marginalized, not the mainstream (1996:230). Walle was similarly
uncomfortable with the Desert Storm celebrations that took place during the planning for
FAF in 1991 (1994:171). These opinions from the public sector contrast the expanded
definition of "folk" by academic scholars like Dorst. This difference lies at the heart of the
current ideological preoccupations of American folklorists: the definition of "folk," the
parameters of "tradition," the parameters and nature of what we "should" study, and the
heavily contested division between public and academic folklore, which KirshenblattGimblett urges us resolve and close (1988:152).
The Nazi legacy in folklore studies came up again in 1996 as a result of the
sesquicentennial celebration of the coining of the word "folk-lore" by William Thorns in
1846. The Summer 1998 issue of Journal of American Folklore features a debate about
whether it is time to change the name of the discipline because of the Nazi past as well as
the changing nature of academia. Regina Bendix states that because of Nazism, "the term
folklore is compromised beyond salvation... the ideology inscribed in the field of folklore
has during the past century latently or even overtly assisted in horrifying numbers of
deaths" (1998:237-238). She points to the German examples of folklore departments
changing their names to "European Ethnology" or at Tubingen, Empirische
Kulturwissenschaft (empirical culture sciences) (1998:240). Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett
advises a name change because of the change in the nature of academic disciplines in the

213

postmodern era due to the death of the subject, noting that "the distinctive subject, unified
theory, and intellectual coherence that Dorson could assume are holdovers from an older
notion of disciplinarity" (1998:321).
Dan Ben-Amos mourns the lack of spirit in current American folklore studies,
wondering how the energy of the 1972 breakthrough New Perspectives in Folklore could
lapse into a death knell for folklore (1998:261). He counters Bendix and KirshenblattGimblett by pointing out that folklore was one of many tools the Nazis used and that
nationalism is not inherent in folklore (1998:271). To his argument he adds an analysis of
folk festivals as freak shows that "put on display the oddities of modern societies" and in
turn make folklore into a "freak discipline" (1998:268). These are challenging words to
public sector folklorists and yet in a strange way they describe the Nazi rallies, because to
an American perspective, five-hour parades of goose-stepping men, racial fanaticism, and
the reverence for death appear rather freakish.
Elliott Oring agrees with Ben-Amos that we should not change the name of the
discipline. He points out that all academic disciplines and not just folklore are going
through difficult changes and that the name 'Yolklore" has been good enough to bring new
students into the discipline (1998:329-330). He argues that a name change would be an
unhealthy "act of forgetting... the past should be remembered....Nazi ideology is no more
inscribed in folklore studies than it is in the steam locomotive" (1998:332). Oring wonders
why folklorists are calling for the death of the discipline when no one else is and states,
"Folklorists exist only as long as the term folklore continues to exist" (italics Oring
1998:335). This issue of Journal of American Folklore focuses on the future of the
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discipline in the postmodern era but also shows how far the Nazi legacy reaches.
Whatever we may call ourselves, it is good for folklorists to remember Lindahl's
advice: "If we do not define our own field, others will do so for us" (1996:139)—which the
Nazis were glad to do for German Volkskunde. Dieter Kramer adds to this by stating that
folklore studies can contribute significant work "if it will become conscious of its social
responsibility" (1986 [1970]: 41), not serve special interests, and instead "serve the
humanization of our social world in order to emancipate people from social dependence
and manipulation" (1986 [1970]:51). Christoph Daxelmiiller asks us to remember the fates
of Jewish folklorists and their works in the Nazi era (1994).
Finally, to reiterate Helge Gerndt's first question: "Why must we involve ourselves
in this theme?" As uncomfortable a topic as it is, denying the Nazi past would deny us the
lessons needed to be learned from it. In his examination of the Party rallies, Karl Friedrich
Reimers writes that looking at, not looking away, is what sets us free (1979:228). In her
study of Triumph of the Will, Linda Deutschmann notes that in the end it is best not to
hide Leni Riefenstahl's work or censor it, but "to treat it as an historical document and a
cautionary tale" (1991:2). She further writes that
we do ourselves (and future generations) little good if we pretend that the Nazi image
was ugly, unattractive and without any relationship to the higher values of society; or that
only inhuman people could have been misled into supporting it...Riefenstahl was part of
the majority in Germany when she chose first to be deceived by, and then to passively
accept, the truth of Nazi Germany...we must use Riefenstahl's work to transmit the
message that evil often hides cloaked in beautiful, impressive forms (1991:222,224).

In this analysis, I have examined how folklore has been involved with the romantic
and political nationalism from Herder to the Third Reich. Examining the National
Socialists as a folk group with folk beliefs may help us to understand their motives better,
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although not necessarily excuse them. My use of the theories of other scholars in addition
to folklorists and historians such as the symbolic anthropologists (Victor Turner and
Barbara Myerhoff), postmodernists (John Dorst), and film critics (Richard Barsam)
reflects my attempt to pass the history of National Socialism through as many different
filters as possible, in order to catch something not previously noted before or to present an
old issue in a new light.
It can be argued that too much has been written about the Third Reich. Yet
despite this vast amount of literature about the Nazis, I do not think we have found all the
answers to the issues raised by National Socialism and the Holocaust. Daniel Goldhagen's
thesis in Hitler's Willing Executioners that ordinary Germans played a definite role in the
Holocaust because anti-Semitism has been so strong a factor in German culture (1996) has
caused a storm of debate and renewed investigation among historians and survivors of the
Nazi era alike. The popularity of Goldhagen's book shows that the topic of Nazi Germany
is by no means closed. More proof of the need for further investigation lies in the twenty
year gap between Robert Cecil's biography of Alfred Rosenberg and Hannjost Lixfeld's
analysis of Rosenberg's role in Volkskunde. Other scholars have neglected Rosenberg
because he was deemed too unimportant or odd, but through archival research, Lixfeld
discovered an entire aspect of the man's career that touched the lives of many others.
What other unexplored topics, documents, and people of the Nazi era await us in
archives? It would be worth finding out.
Of course, I have not been able to investigate everything I wanted to in the limited
time for this project and I will continue my research. Triumph of the Will merits further
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analysis as an ethnography of a festival on film. I hope to find more primary documents by
folklorists and other organizers of Nazi festivals. I am still collecting NSDAP autoethnographies of the Reichsparteitage and want to do a more in-depth analysis of them.
Finding oral histories and interviews with participants of the rallies, perhaps in German
archives, would be important additions. The connections between Volkskunde and the
Volkisch movement would also be another topic worthy of further exploration. I have also
developed an interest in the Freikorps, the radical right wing groups that battled with the
Communists in the wake of WWI and provided the training ground for later members of
the Nazi Party. Nigel Jones' 1987 study, Hitler's Heralds: The Story of the Freikorps
1918-1923, provides an excellent introductory analysis of the folk culture of these men
who could not and would not adjust to normal life after the war.
The issues National Socialism and the Holocaust raise will continue to occupy the
thoughts of survivors, witnesses, descendants, scholars, and the reading public alike for
many years to come. German folklorist Helge Gerndt sees the Nazi past as "a reminder to
be alert, to be self-critical, and to lament" (1994:8), good advice not just for folklorists
examining the rhetoric of their discipline but for all of us when we contemplate this
history.

Appendix
Lyrics to the Horst Wessel Song
The banner high! the ranks are tightly closed
S A is marching with a solid tread
Comrades shot by the Red front and reaction
In spirit, march with us.
Clear the street for the brown battalion
Clear the street for the man from the S A
Millions look on the swastika full of hope
The day for freedom and for bread begins to dawn.
The alarm is sounded for the last time
We are all ready for the battle
Soon Hitler flags will hang above all the streets
Servitude will soon be over.
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